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        The Damage to Economic Data May Already Be Done
        Egan Reich

        If you have been closely following the ongoing Bureau of Labor Statistics story--in which Donald Trump fired then-Commissioner Erika McEntarfer after being displeased by the bureau's July jobs report and selected the Heritage Foundation economist E. J. Antoni to succeed her--you will have heard an unusual consensus about the airtight political independence of the agency and the people who work there. Among BLS employees, including former Commissioner William Beach, whom Trump appointed in his first...

      

      
        Trump Wants a China Deal That Benefits Him, Not the U.S.
        Michael Schuman

        After making a show of getting tough on China, President Donald Trump desperately needs a trade agreement to prove that his disruptive tactics get results. This week, the United States and China agreed to extend their negotiations, avoiding--for now--another round of tariffs that would have hurt business between the world's two largest economies. But the president's newfound willingness to allow the export of vital AI chips to China indicates that an eventual deal could imperil American interests. ...

      

      
        The Limits of Recognition
        David Frum

        On a prominent ridge in the center of Toronto stands a big stone castle. Built in the early 20th century, Casa Loma is now a popular venue for weddings and parties. The castle is flanked by some of the city's priciest domestic real estate. It is not, in short, the kind of site that usually goes unpoliced.On May 27, Casa Loma was booked for a fundraiser by the Abraham Global Peace Initiative, a pro-Israel advocacy group. The gathering was to be addressed by Gilad Erdan, a former Israeli ambassador...

      

      
        The Logic of the '9 to 5' Is Creeping Into the Rest of the Day
        Julie Beck

        The shift begins when she leaves her desk at 5 p.m.She drives home, arriving at 5:45. Five minutes later, she's starting a load of laundry; at 6 p.m. she changes into workout clothes. By 6:25 she's on the treadmill for precisely 30 minutes. At 7 o'clock she grabs a grocery delivery from her front porch and unloads it. At 7:15 she makes an electrolyte drink. Shower time is at 7:25. At 8 p.m. she cooks up some salmon and broccoli; at 8:25 she plates her dinner while tidily packing up the leftovers....

      

      
        How States Could Throw University Science a Lifeline
        L. Rafael Reif

        Whatever halfway measures Congress or the courts may take to stop President Donald Trump's assault on universities, they will not change the fact that a profound agreement has been broken: Since World War II, the U.S. government has funded basic research at universities, with the understanding that the discoveries and innovations that result would benefit the U.S. economy and military, as well as the health of the nation's citizens. But under President Trump--who has already targeted more than $3 ...

      

      
        Trump's Revenge Campaign Has a Weakness
        Quinta Jurecic

        In November 2017, less than a year into his first term as president, Donald Trump publicly confronted a depressing reality. The traditions of Justice Department independence, he lamented in a radio interview, limited his ability to order an investigation of Hillary Clinton. It was "the saddest thing," he said. "I'm not supposed to be doing the kind of things I would love to be doing, and I am very frustrated by it."This time around, Trump is not similarly encumbered. During the interregnum betwee...

      

      
        A Radical Answer to the Fentanyl Crisis
        Ethan Brooks

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn July, President Donald Trump issued an executive order calling for an expansion of involuntary commitment--forcing people into treatment facilities--in response to the homelessness crisis. San Francisco has been attempting such an expansion for the past 19 months. What can the rest of the country learn from California?This is the final episode in a three-part series from Radio Atlantic, No Easy Fix, about homelessness an...

      

      
        What Happened When Canada Gave Citizens the Right to Die
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Nine years after Canada legalized assisted death--known formally as Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID--doctors are struggling to keep up with demand, Elaina Plott Calabro reports in a feature for our September issue. Clinicians are also reckoning with a philosophical question that gets more and more co...

      

      
        The Awkward Adolescence of a Media Revolution
        Jessica Yellin

        There's a quiet revolution in how millions of Americans decide what's real. Trust is slipping away from traditional institutions--media, government, and higher education--and shifting to individual voices online, among them social-media creators. The Reuters Institute reports that this year, for the first time, more Americans will get their news from social and video platforms--including Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and X--than from traditional outlets. According to Pew Research, one in five...

      

      
        Yes, Stephen Miller Is Surrounded by Criminals
        Alexandra Petri

        Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needs to take a stand!Stephen Miller was correct to point out that D.C. is awash in crime. Everywhere he looks: criminals. He can barely take three steps without running into one. From the moment he arrives at work in the morning until the second he leaves, one crime after another, piling horrendously high. Illegality everywhere, and casual disregard for the well-being of law-abiding Americans!Some p...

      

      
        Will Trump Get His Potemkin Statistics?
        Brian Klaas

        In 2013, ahead of a scheduled visit from President Vladimir Putin to the small Russian town of Suzdal, local officials worried that he would be disappointed by the dilapidated buildings. In a modern revival of Grigory Potemkin's possibly apocryphal deception of Catherine the Great, they slapped exterior wallpaper onto buildings, hoping to hide the decaying concrete behind illustrations of charming village homes. It was intended as a comforting myth to keep Putin happy. (In the end, Putin never sh...

      

      
        Why RFK Jr.'s Anti-Vaccine Campaign Is Working
        Katherine J. Wu

        Four and a half years ago, fresh off the success of Operation Warp Speed, mRNA vaccines were widely considered--as President Donald Trump said in December 2020--a "medical miracle." Last week, the United States government decidedly reversed that stance when Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. canceled nearly half a billion dollars' worth of grants and contracts for mRNA-vaccine research.With Kennedy leading HHS, this about-face is easy to parse as yet another anti-vaccine m...

      

      
        Trump Has a New Definition of Human Rights
        Anne Applebaum

        For nearly half a century, the State Department has reported annually on human-rights conditions in countries around the world. The purpose of this exercise is not to cast aspersions, but to collect and disseminate reliable information. Congress mandated the reports back in 1977, and since then, legislators and diplomats have used them to shape decisions about sanctions, foreign aid, immigration, and political asylum.Because the reports were perceived as relatively impartial, because they tried t...

      

      
        Is This the Hardest Physical Contest in the World?
        Kevin Maurer

        Photographs by Kendrick BrinsonThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The United States Army, in business now for more than 250 years, comprises more than 450,000 soldiers. Of those, about a third are in combat arms, serving in armor, artillery, engineering, cyber, and aviation units. Some 56,000 are in the infantry, the "Queen of Battle," serving in units such as the 82nd Airborne Division and the 4th Infantry Division. These are the soldiers who...

      

      
        Why Housing Feels Hopeless
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the upcoming 80th anniversary of the end of World War II and what Donald Trump's recent statements about "Victory Day" reveal about how America is forgetting the meaning of peace, cooperation, and democratic leadership.Then David is joined by Glenn Kelman, the CEO of Redfin, for a candid look at the broken state of the U.S. housing market. Ke...

      

      
        Nothing Is Scarier Than an Unmarried Woman
        Beatrice Loayza

        At the beginning of Zach Cregger's new horror film, Weapons, a spooky suburban fairy tale about the disappearance of 17 children, all blame is directed at the unmarried schoolteacher Justine (played by Julia Garner). She's the prime suspect--the one unifying factor in an otherwise unexplainable event. Each of the 17 children appears to have voluntarily fled their home at 2:17 in the morning, running into the night with their arms stretched backwards like the wings of a paper airplane. Home-surveil...

      

      
        King of the Hill Now Looks Like a Fantasy
        Adrienne Matei

        When Hank Hill, the stalwart, drawling protagonist of King of the Hill, returns to Texas, he kneels in the airport and kisses the floor. More than 15 years have passed since audiences last saw him--the show, which debuted a new season last week, ended its original 12-year run in 2009. Viewers learn that Hank and his wife, Peggy, have recently moved back to their yellow house on Rainey Street, in suburban Arlen, after several years living in Saudi Arabia. Hank had taken a job as a propane consultan...

      

      
        A 'Hopefully Completely Unrelatable' Story About Marriage
        Olga Khazan

        In the late 1960s, Maurice and Maralyn Bailey sold their house in Derby, in Central England, and commissioned a 31-foot-long sailboat, the Auralyn. Seeking an escape from their boring lives and the dreary English weather, they planned to sail around the world. To "preserve their freedom from outside interference," as Maurice put it, they did not bring a radio transmitter aboard. Nine months after departing from the south of England in 1972, they made it through the Panama Canal and into the Pacif...

      

      
        The Virtue of Integrity
        Peter Wehner

        Jean Guehenno lived in Nazi-occupied France, where, unlike so many of his contemporaries, he refused to write a word for a publishing industry under Nazi control. He felt shame about the Vichy government's collaboration with Nazi Germany. "What to make of French writers, who, to stay on the right side of the occupation authorities, decide to write about anything but the one thing all French people are thinking about," Guehenno asked in his journal, later published as Diary of the Dark Years, "or ...

      

      
        Trump Forces His Opponents to Choose Between Bad Options
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker has made himself a spokesperson for Democratic resistance to Republican plans for a brazen mid-decade gerrymander, and on Sunday, he appeared on Meet the Press to state his case. "It's cheating," Pritzker said of the Texas redistricting that the president has demanded. "...

      

      
        Trump's Dreams for D.C. Could Soon Hit Reality
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        Washington, D.C., more than any other city in the country, presents President Donald Trump with the opportunity to meddle in the minutiae of municipal governance. Even in the capital, though, his powers are far from limitless. And the chasm between Trump's sweeping plan to "clean up" D.C. and his actual authority over the city sets up a stark choice for the president: He can either settle for a significantly diminished version of the kind of change he desires or attempt to push the bounds of the ...

      

      
        The Colors of the World, Seen From the International Space Station
        Alan Taylor

        Nichole Ayers / NASAGreen and red displays from the southern lights (aurora australis) appear above the Earth, seen from the orbiting International Space Station, south of Australia, on April 21, 2025.Nichole Ayers / NASALightning flashes among cloud formations above Indonesia, seen on June 22, 2025.Don Pettit / NASAThe Large Magellanic Cloud appears among a starry backdrop above Earth's atmospheric glow in this long-duration photograph from the International Space Station as it orbited 260 miles...

      

      
        Dear James: Do I Need to Shut Up at Work?
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I can't seem to shut up at work, and I keep putting my foot in my mouth.I am a naturally brusque person--a get-to-the-point kinda gal--but I am not a complete boor. Over t...

      

      
        A Management Anti-Fad That Will Last Forever
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.The world of management is always wide open for new ideas and perspectives to make companies more efficient and profitable. Most business schools have semi-academic journals dedicated to offering up buzzy techniques that promise to streamline operations, improve accountability, and raise productivity by establishing tightly circumscribed protocols for workers. Some recommendations have merit, but...

      

      
        Vladimir Putin Could Be Laying a Trap
        Jonathan Lemire

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Vladimir Putin has had a tough few months. His military's much-feared summer offensive has made incremental gains in Ukraine but not nearly the advances he had hoped. His economy has sputtered. Donald Trump has grown fed up with Putin's repeated defiance of his calls for a cease-fire and, for the first time, has targeted the Russian president with consistently harsh rhetoric. Last week, Trump slapped one of R...
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The Damage to Economic Data May Already Be Done

Donald Trump's choice to run the Bureau of Labor Statistics doesn't have to manipulate any numbers to undermine the reliability of the government's jobs reports.

by Egan Reich




If you have been closely following the ongoing Bureau of Labor Statistics story--in which Donald Trump fired then-Commissioner Erika McEntarfer after being displeased by the bureau's July jobs report and selected the Heritage Foundation economist E. J. Antoni to succeed her--you will have heard an unusual consensus about the airtight political independence of the agency and the people who work there. Among BLS employees, including former Commissioner William Beach, whom Trump appointed in his first term, a fierce loyalty to the data is bone deep.

Antoni does not appear to share that spirit of independence, nor does he seem to have a great deal of talent for economics or statistics, according to economists from across the political spectrum. Even so, his power to avoid future reports that embarrass Trump appears to be limited. In an interview recorded on August 4, before his nomination, Antoni proposed eliminating the monthly release of employment data, but the administration has already insisted that that won't happen. BLS data may not be completely tamper-proof, but they're pretty close. The sharpest economic minds in this country, both inside and outside the bureau, pay meticulous attention to the deepest layers of the data, many strata below the headline-unemployment rate and change-in-payroll employment. Deceiving them all would be very hard to do.

Unfortunately, that might not matter. Antoni doesn't have to manipulate any data to undermine the reliability of the government's economic statistics. That damage might already have been done.

I was a career press official at the Department of Labor who prepared a series of labor secretaries for their TV appearances early on the first Friday morning of every month. The release of the jobs report--"Jobs Day"--is a marquee event in this little corner of the federal government, when the press and the financial world's attention is fixed on the plaza of the Frances Perkins Building, in Washington. I lasted only one Jobs Day into the tenure of Trump's labor secretary, Lori Chavez-DeRemer, before taking DOGE's buyout deal. I decided to leave the government in large part out of fear of precisely the kind of demands for oaths of political loyalty that were being threatened then and are now being implicitly exacted on every career civil servant at the BLS.

Brian Klaas: Will Trump get his Potemkin statistics?

Most labor secretaries, understanding the power of jobs data to create or destroy value in the financial markets, have taken a sober and restrained approach to these press appearances. Then there's Chavez-DeRemer. One of her prime talking points has been that "native-born workers have accounted for all job gains since Inauguration Day." Every single one. Not a single Russian surgeon or Canadian blackjack dealer got a job after January 20 of this year. In fact, the BLS makes no such assertion. The claim is absurd on its face--the kind of political catnip that a Cabinet secretary in the Trump administration is expected to put forward without shame, as a kind of homage to the boss.

The existence of an independent BLS commissioner is predicated on the idea that someone needs to talk about the labor market who is never tempted to say such things. It's a public service, primarily for investors. Might a member of the Cabinet say something iffy as a result of her political loyalties? That's not ideal, but here's someone else you can listen to who doesn't have that problem. Until now, this arrangement allowed the president's representative to attempt to convince the public of the effectiveness of his priorities while reinforcing the objective, nonpartisan genesis of the underlying data. If the BLS commissioner is now every bit the political animal that the labor secretary is, then what is the purpose of the BLS commissioner?

I am not a statistician; perhaps Antoni can mandate methodological deviations that bias the numbers in Trump's preferred direction. But I don't think he needs to. Confidence in the bureau is already badly weakened. This is about more than just our trust as consumers of the jobs report, because we are also its producers. To create its reports, the BLS needs businesses and citizens to take the time to respond to surveys about changes to their payroll and about who is going to work or looking for a job in their household. Even before Trump won the election last November, the trend in survey responsiveness was declining, posing an existential threat to the robustness of the data.

The appointment of a transparent partisan to the head of the BLS is unlikely to improve matters. Why should we take the time to report our economic circumstances to the government if we believe the government isn't interested in the truth? If fewer Americans think that contributing to the creation of these reports is a valuable use of their time, the civil servants at the BLS will struggle to produce reliable numbers, regardless of what policies Antoni puts into place. The damage to our understanding of the economy would be far more consequential than a month of bad jobs numbers.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/08/trump-antoni-labor-statistics/683864/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Wants a China Deal That Benefits Him, Not the U.S.

After giving ground on AI chips, which other concessions will the president make?

by Michael Schuman




After making a show of getting tough on China, President Donald Trump desperately needs a trade agreement to prove that his disruptive tactics get results. This week, the United States and China agreed to extend their negotiations, avoiding--for now--another round of tariffs that would have hurt business between the world's two largest economies. But the president's newfound willingness to allow the export of vital AI chips to China indicates that an eventual deal could imperil American interests. Eager for a pact, Trump may give up more than he receives.

In 2022, then-President Joe Biden prohibited the export of advanced AI chips to China. Just four months ago, Trump expanded those restrictions. This week, though, Trump confirmed the details of an unusual arrangement effectively reversing that move: The American companies Nvidia and Advanced Micro Devices will be allowed to sell certain chips to Chinese firms if the companies give the U.S. government a 15 percent cut of the revenue from these sales. In essence, Trump sold exemptions to technology-export controls that many experts consider crucial to protecting American security. In a letter last month, Matt Pottinger, who was Trump's deputy national security adviser during the president's first term, and 19 other policy professionals urged the administration not to allow the sale of Nvidia's H20 chip to China, calling the decision a "strategic misstep that endangers the United States' economic and military edge in artificial intelligence."

Derek Thompson: The disturbing rise of MAGA Maoism

Trump may see the arrangement not as a national-security issue but as a business deal: There's a lot of money to be made selling chips to China, and now the U.S. government will materially benefit. But Trump must also realize that he's made a concession to Chinese President Xi Jinping. Beijing has persistently demanded that Washington remove U.S. export controls on advanced chips, and Xi personally pressed Biden for relief without success. Trump justified his flip-flop by arguing that the H20 chip is not among Nvidia's most high-powered products. He's right about that, but it's far from outdated. Chinese companies crave the H20 to help them deploy AI services. Indeed, the demand for the H20 appears to have alarmed Chinese authorities, who would prefer that local companies use homemade alternatives. Even as Beijing fights the U.S. restrictions, officials have tried slowing the rush by signaling in state media that the Nvidia chip is unsafe. Although Chinese designers have developed a similar chip, they are unable to produce enough, also due to U.S. restrictions that prevent them from using the top chip manufacturer, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company.

Trump has left the door open to further concessions. Because China's tech industry still can't match Nvidia's AI chips, Beijing is likely to prod Trump to ease restrictions on more advanced semiconductors. Rather than firmly committing to export controls, Trump suggested on Monday that he would be open to permitting Nvidia to sell China downgraded versions of its most powerful chips.

Xi has every reason to ask for more. Trump's desire for a deal gives Chinese leaders leverage. And given Trump's pattern of sudden policy reversals, he has likely left an impression that anything could be on the table. Beijing is clearly all in on the negotiations. According to U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, the Chinese government sent 75 officials to the most recent round of talks, in Stockholm in late July, compared with his own skeleton crew of 15.

"Xi now feels more emboldened to probe for a wider range of potential concessions, not only economic but also security concessions," Ali Wyne, an expert on U.S.-China relations at the International Crisis Group, told me. Wyne fears this could lead to a "lopsided bargain" in China's favor.

Thomas Wright: Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan

Xi has already gained on his top-priority issue: Taiwan. He urged Trump to approach Taiwan "with prudence" during a phone conversation in June, according to the Chinese government's official summary. Washington then reportedly canceled meetings with Taiwan's defense minister, a step that surely pleased Beijing, which strives to isolate the island's government. The Trump administration also appears to have discouraged Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te from making stopovers in U.S. cities while en route to Latin America for diplomatic visits.

Xi has done little in exchange. Beijing's most significant goodwill gesture was a June decision to restrict the sale of two chemicals that are used to make the illegal fentanyl circulating on American streets, an issue of utmost importance to the Trump team. But Beijing's action on curtailing the fentanyl trade will likely remain conditional on Trump's good behavior. Trump recently called on Xi in a social-media post to buy more U.S.-grown soybeans--which would be great for some American farmers, but is hardly an even swap for China's access to high-tech chips. Meanwhile, Xi has deftly created and deployed levers of pressure. Amid the escalating trade war in April, Beijing imposed controls on the export to the U.S. of rare-earth metals--an industry that China dominates--and then used their easing as a negotiating tool.

In the end, Xi may not get all he wants. But he is winning just by talking. China's leaders have apparently learned that they can distract Trump from more strategic issues by haggling with him over tariff rates and soybean sales. The desire for a deal has so consumed the Trump team that any grander strategy to contend with China's growing power seems to have gotten lost. Last week, Trump imposed high tariffs on India in an attempt to compel New Delhi to curtail purchases of Russian oil--angering a potential partner in the global competition with China.

Friendlier relations with China are certainly better than open hostility. The question has always been: At what cost? Trump may eventually seal a trade deal with China that benefits him, but not necessarily the nation.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/08/china-us-trade-deal-ai-chips/683855/?utm_source=feed
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The Limits of Recognition

The move by several states to recognize Palestine will not end conflict in the Middle East--or at home.

by David Frum




On a prominent ridge in the center of Toronto stands a big stone castle. Built in the early 20th century, Casa Loma is now a popular venue for weddings and parties. The castle is flanked by some of the city's priciest domestic real estate. It is not, in short, the kind of site that usually goes unpoliced.

On May 27, Casa Loma was booked for a fundraiser by the Abraham Global Peace Initiative, a pro-Israel advocacy group. The gathering was to be addressed by Gilad Erdan, a former Israeli ambassador to the United Nations and United States.

A crowd of hundreds formed opposite the castle. They temporarily overwhelmed police lines, closing the street to the castle entrance. Protesters accosted and insulted individual attendees. One attendee, a former Canadian senator now in his 90s, told me about being pushed and jostled as police looked on. Eventually, two arrests were made, one for assaulting a police officer and the other for assaulting an attendee.

Last year, the city of Toronto averaged more than one anti-Jewish incident a day, accounting for 40 percent of all reported hate crimes in Canada's largest city. Jewish neighborhoods, Jewish hospitals, and Jewish places of worship have been the scenes of demonstrations by masked persons bearing flags and chanting hostile slogans.

Gunmen fired shots at a Toronto Jewish girls' school on three nights last year. A synagogue in Montreal was attacked with firebombs in late 2024. On Saturday, an assailant beat a Jewish man in a Montreal park in front of his children.

David Frum: There is no right to bully and harass

Canadian governments--federal, provincial, municipal--of course want to stop the violence. But their inescapable (if often unsayable) dilemma is that many of those same governments depend on voters who are sympathetic to the motives of the violent. Canadian authorities of all kinds have become frightened of important elements in their own populations. Just this week, the Toronto International Film Festival withdrew its invitation to a Canadian film about the invasion of southern Israel on October 7, 2023. The festival's statement cited legal concerns, including the fear that by incorporating footage that Hamas fighters filmed of their atrocities without "legal clearance," the film violated Hamas's copyright. (In polite Canada, it seems that even genocidal terrorists retain their intellectual-property claims.) Another and more plausible motive cited by the festival: fear of "potential threat of significant disruption." A small group of anti-Israel protesters invaded the festival's gala opening in 2024. The legal violations have been larger and more flagrant this year. All of this forms the backdrop necessary to understand why the Canadian government has joined the British and French governments in their intention to recognize a Palestinian state.

The plan began as a French diplomatic initiative. In July, France and Saudi Arabia co-chaired a United Nations conference on the two-state solution. Days before the conference began, French President Emmanuel Macron declared that his nation would recognize a Palestinian state in September.

The French initiative was almost immediately seconded by the British government. Canada quickly followed. This week, Australia added its weight to the group. Anti-Jewish violence has been even more pervasive and aggressive in Australia than in Canada, including the torching of a Sydney day-care center in January. (Germany declined to join the French initiative but imposed a limited arms embargo on Israel.)

All four governments assert that their plan offers no concessions to Hamas. All four insist that a hypothetical Palestinian state must be disarmed, must exclude Hamas from any role in governance, must renounce terrorism and incitement, and must accept Israel's right to exist. Those conditions often got omitted in media retellings, but they are included in all the communiques with heavy emphasis. As Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney told reporters on July 30: "Canada reiterates that Hamas must immediately release all hostages taken in the horrific terrorist attack of October 7, that Hamas must disarm, and that Hamas must play no role in the future governance of Palestine."

All those musts make these plans impossible to achieve, from the outset. How do the French, British, Canadian, and Australian governments imagine them being enforced, and by whom? Even now, after all this devastation, Hamas remains the most potent force in Palestinian politics. A May survey by a Palestinian research group, conducted in cooperation with the Netherland Representative Office in Ramallah, reported that an overwhelming majority of Palestinians reject the idea that Hamas's disarmament is a path to ending the war in Gaza, and a plurality said they would vote for a Hamas-led government. Observers might question the findings from Gaza, where Hamas can still intimidate respondents, but those in the West Bank also rejected the conditions of France, Britain, Canada, and Australia.

What does recognition mean anyway? Of UN member states, 147 already recognize a state of Palestine, including the economic superpowers China and India; regional giants such as Brazil, Indonesia, and Nigeria; and the European Union member states of Poland, Romania, Slovenia, and Sweden. About half of those recognitions date back to 1988, when Yasser Arafat proclaimed Palestinian independence from his exile in Algiers after the Israeli military drove Arafat's organization out of the territory it had occupied in Lebanon. Such diplomatic niceties do not alter realities. States are defined by control of territory and population. In that technical sense, Hamas in Gaza has proved itself to be more like a state than has the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank. Even the mighty United States learned that lesson the hard way over the 22 years from 1949 to 1971, when Washington pretended that the Nationalist regime headquartered in Taipei constituted the legitimate government of mainland China.

Macron, Carney, British Prime Minister Keir Starmer, and Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese are savvy, centrist politicians. All regard themselves as strong friends of Israel. Starmer in particular has fought hard to purge his Labour Party of the anti-Semitic elements to whom the door was opened by his predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn. If they're investing their prestige in a seemingly futile gesture, they must have good reason.

They do.

All four men lead political coalitions that are fast turning against Israel. Pressure is building on the leaders to vent their supporters' anger, and embracing the French initiative creates a useful appearance of action.

The Canadian example is particularly stark. Prime Minister Carney has pivoted in many ways from the progressive record of his predecessor, Justin Trudeau. He canceled an increase in the capital-gains tax that Trudeau had scheduled. He dropped from the cabinet a housing minister who had championed a major government-led building program. (The program remains, but under leadership less beholden to activists.) Carney has committed to a major expansion of the Canadian energy sector after almost a decade of dissension between energy producers and Ottawa. The new Carney government is also increasing military spending. Many on the Canadian left feel betrayed and frustrated. Recognizing a Palestinian state is a concession that may appease progressives irked by Carney's other moves toward the political center.

But appeasement will not work. In the Middle East, the initiative by France, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom has already pushed the region away from stability, not toward it. Cease-fire talks with Hamas "fell apart" on the day that Macron declared his intent to recognize a Palestinian state, according to Secretary of State Marco Rubio. Hamas then released harrowing photographs of starved Israeli hostages, one shown digging his own grave. Embarrassed pro-recognition leaders had to deliver a new round of condemnations of Hamas at the very moment they were trying to pressure Israel to abandon its fight against Hamas.

Nor does the promise of Palestinian recognition seem to be buying the four leaders the domestic quiet they had hoped for. On Sunday, British police arrested more than 500 people for demonstrating in support of a pro-Palestine group proscribed because of its acts of violence against British military installations. Those arrests amounted to the largest one-day total in the U.K. in a decade.

Hours before Prime Minister Albanese's statement promising recognition, some 90,000 pro-Palestinian demonstrators blocked traffic on Sydney Harbour Bridge. Their organizers issued four demands--recognition was not one of them. "What we marched for on Sunday, and what we've been protesting for two years, is not recognition of a non-existent Palestinian state that Israel is in the process of wiping out," a group leader told CNN. "What we are demanding is that the Australian government sanction Israel and stop the two-way arms trade with Israel."

On August 6, 60 anti-Israel protesters mobbed the private residence of former Canadian Foreign Minister Melanie Joly, banging pots and projecting messages onto her Montreal dwelling--an action especially provocative because Canadian cabinet ministers are not normally protected by personal security detachments. The present foreign minister, Anita Anand, had to close her constituency office in Oakville, a suburb of Toronto, because of threats to the staff who worked there.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

The issue for protesters is Israel, not Palestine. During the Syrian civil war, more than 3,000 Palestinian refugees in the country were killed by Syrian government forces, hundreds of them by torture. Nobody blocked the Sydney Harbour Bridge over that. It's Israel's standing as a Western-style state that energizes the movement against it and that is unlikely to change no matter what shifts in protocol Western governments adopt. After all, on October 6, 2023, Gaza was functionally a Palestinian state living alongside Israel. If the pro-Palestinian groups in the West had valued that status, they should have reacted to October 7 with horror, if nothing else for the existential threat that the attacks posed to any Palestinian state-building project. Instead, many in the pro-Palestinian diaspora--and even at the highest levels of Palestinian official life--applauded the terror attacks with jubilant anti-Jewish enthusiasm.

The chants of "from the river to the sea" heard at these events reveal something important about the pro-Palestinian movement in the democratic West. The slogan expresses an all-or-nothing fantasy: either the thrilling overthrow of settler colonialism in all the land of Palestine, or else the glorious martyrdom of the noble resistance. It's not at all clear that ordinary Palestinians actually living in the region feel the same way. The exact numbers fluctuate widely depending on how the question is framed, but at least a significant minority--and possibly a plurality--of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza would accept coexistence with Israel if that acceptance brought some kind of state of their own. But their supporters living in the West can disregard such trade-offs. They can exult in the purity of passion and still enjoy a comfortable life in a capitalist democracy. These are the people that Albanese, Carney, Macron, and Starmer are trying so desperately to satisfy. They are unlikely to succeed.

The Hamas terror attacks of October 7 provoked a war of fearsome scale. Almost two years later, the region is almost unrecognizable. Tens of thousands have been killed, and much of Gaza laid to ruin. Almost every known leader of Hamas is dead. Hezbollah has been broken as a military force. The Assad regime in Syria has been toppled and replaced. The United States directly struck Iran, and the Iranian nuclear program seems to have been pushed years backward, if not destroyed altogether.

In this world upended, the creative minds of Western diplomacy have concluded that the best way forward is to revert to the Oslo peace process of 30 years ago. The Oslo process ended when the Palestinian leadership walked away from President Bill Clinton's best and final offer without making a counteroffer--and gambled everything on the merciless terrorist violence of the Second Intifada. Now here we are again, after another failed Palestinian terror campaign, and there is only one idea energizing Western foreign ministries: That thing that failed before? Let's try it one more time. But this time, the hope is not to bring peace to the Middle East. They hope instead to bring peace to their own streets. The undertaking is a testament either to human perseverance, or to the eternal bureaucratic faith in peace through fog.
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The Logic of the '9 to 5' Is Creeping Into the Rest of the Day

How free time gets conscripted into the service of work

by Julie Beck




The shift begins when she leaves her desk at 5 p.m.

She drives home, arriving at 5:45. Five minutes later, she's starting a load of laundry; at 6 p.m. she changes into workout clothes. By 6:25 she's on the treadmill for precisely 30 minutes. At 7 o'clock she grabs a grocery delivery from her front porch and unloads it. At 7:15 she makes an electrolyte drink. Shower time is at 7:25. At 8 p.m. she cooks up some salmon and broccoli; at 8:25 she plates her dinner while tidily packing up the leftovers. Not a moment is wasted.

This is one woman on TikTok's version of the "5 to 9 after the 9 to 5." Over the past couple of years, the vloggers of social media have taken to documenting their routines from 5 to 9 p.m. Some creators also make a morning version, the "5 to 9 before the 9 to 5," starting at 5 a.m. These routines are highly edited, almost hypnotic, with quick cuts, each mini-scene overlaid with a time stamp. Hours pass in just a couple of minutes, and the compressed time highlights a sense of efficiency. The videos have big to-do-list energy; the satisfaction they offer is that of vicariously checking boxes.

In the past few weeks, I have lived months' worth of compressed mornings and evenings with 5-to-9 vloggers. They are a self-selecting crew, certainly. But the sheer volume of hours that I consumed allowed me to see, in a big-picture way, how the need to be productive seeps into people's leisure time--time that ideally would be free of such concerns. These videos reflect a truth that predates and will almost certainly outlive them: When life revolves around work, even leisure becomes labor.



One way to look at 5-to-9 videos is as the product of people trying to make the most of the leisure time they have. Given how many of these videos are made by people in their early 20s, I see in them a new generation entering the workforce and acclimating to the reality that time is limited. But in attempting to take control back from their jobs, many 5-to-9 video creators end up reproducing a version of the thing they are trying to distance themselves from. If you clock out, go home, and continue checking things off a list, you haven't really left the values of work behind. One woman I saw details the "five nonnegotiables" for her 5 to 9, the things she must achieve each evening: exercise; a healthy, home-cooked meal; a shower; a skin-care routine; and a clean kitchen. After she ticks all those boxes, the night is nearly over. Not much time remains for anything unplanned. Many creators also use part of their leisure time to plan for the upcoming workday, laying out outfits for the morning or writing their schedule in a planner.

Read: The religion of workism is making Americans miserable

The threat of waste looms over many nighttime-routine videos--"X Number of Things I Did to Stop Wasting My Evenings" is a common title formula. (Recommendations include multitasking so you can get more done at once, and "Whatever you do, do not sit down.") What exactly you accomplish almost doesn't matter--a spotless house, a completed Pilates class, an "everything shower"--so long as you've been a busy little bee whom no one could accuse of wasting time. The idea that unproductive time is time squandered is not unique to the 5 to 9; it pervades much of the American approach to leisure. "In a capitalist society, we do feel like we have to prove our worth through our productivity," Pooja Lakshmin, a psychiatrist and the author of Real Self-Care, told me. By inverting the "9 to 5" formulation of a corporate workday, these videos present free time explicitly as another shift, one you hire yourself to work.

Katlin Marisol Sweeney-Romero is an assistant professor of cinema and digital media at UC Davis who has written about other productive-vlogging trends on TikTok. In 5-to-9 videos, she told me, "the main message is not about how to rest, but: How do you operationalize rest to still be a productive part of your day?" Several evening-routine videos show the creators editing their content, and Sweeney-Romero pointed out that even the most relaxing vlog still has a whiff of labor about it--because someone had to shoot, edit, and post it.

Conspicuously missing from most of the videos I watched is any kind of socializing, which corresponds with the fact that Americans have been spending more and more time alone over the past couple of decades. After watching scores of solitary evenings, I deliriously started searching 5-to-9 friends and 5-to-9 community??? and found a handful of examples. The sight of people eating together, laughing, and walking outside in the sunlight was refreshing after hours of scrolling through videos of tasks completed alone in greige apartments with overhead lighting. But these videos were few and far between--other people can be an obstacle to running your life with the precision of a ticking watch.

In most 5-to-9 videos, we get little sense of people's actual jobs, save for the times they log back on in the evening, or the glimpses they show of their side gigs as content creators. What they highlight instead is the way a work mindset can follow you home and shape your leisure in its image. For many Americans, work is the focus of life, the place to find purpose and a sense of self. My colleague Derek Thompson has dubbed this "workism"--the religion of work. A 2023 Pew survey found that a majority of Americans--71 percent--rated "having a job or career they enjoy" as an "extremely" or "very" important ingredient for a fulfilling life. Work also gets prioritized in many people's lives out of necessity. Research shows that people in countries with high levels of economic inequality, such as the United States, tend to have worse work-life balance.

It wasn't always this way. In much of the 19th and early 20th centuries, "the view was that leisure was the place where we would find the best things in life," Benjamin Hunnicutt, a historian at the University of Iowa, told me. "This would be the place to realize our full humanity, outside of the economy." Yet after World War II, Hunnicutt writes in his book Free Time, the workweek stagnated at the 40 hours we still know as standard today, and American culture shifted toward seeking meaning through work, rather than outside of it: "We moderns for some reason no longer expect work to ever become a subordinate part of life."



Some 5-to-9 videos do seem to push back against hustle culture. Their creators mock the hyperproductivity of a typical morning or evening routine, instead showing themselves zoning out. One man's "5 to 9" consists of flopping on the couch and scrolling on his phone for hours. Another woman, after shutting her laptop, pauses and stares into space "to process what just happened over the past nine hours and shove any trauma coming to the surface back into the far depths of my consciousness," then goes "straight to my cat for at least 45 minutes of emotional-support cuddling."

The joke is that their jobs have left them too exhausted to do much of anything at all. Yet even in this willfully unproductive use of leisure time, work hovers overhead like a ghost. For these people, and many others who don't film themselves, free time may not be a reproduction of work, but it is a reaction to it. Work is still winning.

In 1948, the German philosopher Josef Pieper argued that time away from work is all too often still kind of about work. "The simple 'break' from work--the kind that lasts an hour, or the kind that lasts a week or longer," he wrote in his book Leisure: The Basis of Culture, "is there for the sake of work. It is supposed to provide 'new strength' for 'new work,' as the word 'refreshment' indicates: one is refreshed for work through being refreshed from work."

Read: How hobbies infiltrated American life

This is the trap of leisure in a culture fixated on work. Anything done consciously or subconsciously for the sake of recovering from or balancing out work is not entirely free from labor--even if it's genuinely relaxing and enjoyable. When you take a bath to unwind from a stressful shift or get into crafting to offset all the screen time you have at your job, when you go to bed early so you'll have energy for work the next day or wake up early to meditate and calm yourself before a commute, your rest is at least partly in service of your work. According to Pieper, that is not true leisure. "Nobody who wants leisure merely for the sake of 'refreshment,'" he wrote, "will experience its authentic fruit."



What would need to happen for people to experience their leisure as being in no way connected to labor? Certain policies might make work less central to people's lives: universal basic income, for example, or a four-day workweek. But the experts and philosophers of leisure would suggest that a collective mindset shift is also required.

Achievement, optimization, and escape are all approaches to leisure that Lakshmin calls "faux self-care," as opposed to the real self-care that she titled her book after. Faux self-care, she told me, is "prescribed from the outside," or it's a "reaction to being burnt out." Real self-care, meanwhile, means "being engaged with your own reality," she said. It's less about what you're doing than how and why you're doing it.

Consider a yoga class, for example. You can go to one because you feel like you should, to get some movement after a sedentary workday, and spend the whole time comparing yourself with the more flexible person two mats over, and you've "checked yoga off the list, but you didn't take in any of the medicine of yoga," Lakshmin said.

When I think about it, many of my 5 to 9s aren't that different from the ones I've watched: leave the office, maybe go to the gym, zone out with video games or TV, make dinner, work on my side hustle (writing a book), do chores, perform my nightly ablutions, read, sleep. Sometimes my evenings, too, are an exercise in box-checking, dissociation, and faux self-care, my body piloted by a brain that has never quite switched off work mode.

Read: The bizarre relationship of a 'work wife' and 'work husband'

But I crave something else, something like what the artist and author Jenny Odell describes in her book Saving Time: At its most helpful, "leisure time is an interim means of questioning the bounds of the work that surrounds it. Like a stent in a culture that can't stand what looks like emptiness, it might provide that vertical crack in the horizontal scale of work and not-work," she writes, "where the edges of something new start to become visible." Because this is more of a felt sense than a behavior, labeling one activity leisure and another not is impossible. Odell writes that she has experienced this kind of leisure while "cooking, sorting socks, getting the mail." But it won't be found in a packed schedule. "True leisure," she writes, "requires the kind of emptiness in which you remember the fact of your own aliveness."

For me, those vertical cracks seem most likely to form when I am spending time with other living things: people, mostly, but also my cats, and the natural world around me. When I go on a walk and admire the flowers in my neighbors' gardens. When I linger over a meal with a friend long after our plates have been cleared. These are moments whose worth cannot be measured in output, that do not serve anything but themselves.

A common thread in the reading I've done on leisure is the conviction that forcing gets you nowhere. "Fun is a sneak and likes to catch people unawares; it simply will not tolerate wrenching," the drama critic Walter Kerr wrote in 1962. The ethos of work is using time for something, turning it into a tool to drill your way to some desired outcome. Worshipping that too much precludes other forms of reverence, the peace and awe that can sneak up on you when you're just existing.
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How States Could Throw University Science a Lifeline

There's a way to respond to Trump's brutal and reckless funding cutbacks--and it doesn't need Washington's permission.

by L. Rafael Reif




Whatever halfway measures Congress or the courts may take to stop President Donald Trump's assault on universities, they will not change the fact that a profound agreement has been broken: Since World War II, the U.S. government has funded basic research at universities, with the understanding that the discoveries and innovations that result would benefit the U.S. economy and military, as well as the health of the nation's citizens. But under President Trump--who has already targeted more than $3 billion in research funding for termination and hopes to cut much more, while at the same time increasing the tax on endowments and threatening the ability of universities to enroll international students--the federal government has become an unreliable and brutally coercive partner.

The question for universities is, what now?

It will take time for research universities to find a new long-term financial model that allows science and medicine to continue advancing--a model much less dependent on the federal government. But right now universities don't have time. The problem with recklessly cutting billions in funds the way the Trump administration has done--not just at elite private universities such as Harvard and Columbia but also at public research universities across the country--is that "stop-start" simply doesn't work in science.

If a grant is snatched away today, researchers are let go, graduate students are turned away, and clinical trials are halted with potentially devastating consequences for patients. Unused equipment gathers dust, samples spoil, lab animals are euthanized. Top scientists move their laboratories to other countries, which are happy to welcome this talent, much as the United States welcomed German scientists in the 1930s. Meanwhile, the best students around the world enroll elsewhere, where good science is still being done and their legal status is not up in the air. The result, ultimately, is that the U.S. leaves it to other nations to discover a cure for Alzheimer's disease or diabetes, or to make fusion energy practicable.

Read: How many times can science funding be canceled?

No easy substitute exists for federal support of academic R&D--the scale of the investment is just too large. In fiscal year 2023, federal funding for university research amounted to about $60 billion nationwide. University-endowment spending, as reported by the "2024 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments," is just half that--$30 billion, with much of the money earmarked for financial aid. Universities by themselves cannot save American science, engineering, and medicine.

However, there is also no easy substitute within the American economy for university-based research--universities are the only major institutions that do what they do. The kind of curiosity-driven rather than profit-driven research pursued by universities is too risky for private corporations. By and large, industry conducts research to achieve milestones along a well-considered road map. It is up to universities to find the new roads and educate the experts who know how to travel them. Those roads are where the real potential for growth lies. After all, the internet and the artificial neural networks that enable generative AI arose out of basic research at U.S. universities. So did the most fundamental discoveries in molecular biology, which are now enabling astonishing one-time treatments that are potential cures for painful genetic diseases such as sickle cell.

University research is particularly important in states where technology-intensive industries have grown up around the talent and ideas that universities generate--states such as Washington, California, New York, Massachusetts, Texas, Maryland, and North Carolina. Although the Trump administration may characterize federal research grants as wasteful spending, they are really an investment, one with higher returns than federal investment in infrastructure or private investment in R&D.

There is a way forward--a way to bridge the huge gap in funding. It starts with the assumption that a bridge will be needed for several years, until some measure of sanity and federal support returns. It is based on the premise that, because universities are not the sole nor even the most significant beneficiaries of the scientific research they conduct, they should not be alone in trying to save their R&D operations. And it is focused not on Washington but on the individual states that have relied most on federal research spending.

These states have the power to act unilaterally. They can set up emergency funds to replace canceled federal grants, allowing universities to keep their labs open until a shaky present gives way to a sturdier future. These states can also create incentives for corporations, investors, philanthropists, and of course universities themselves to step up in extraordinary ways at a time of emergency.

This is not merely wishful thinking. Massachusetts has already made moves in this direction. At the end of July, Governor Maura Healey introduced legislation that would put $400 million of state funds into university-based research and research partnerships. Half would go to public colleges and universities, and half to other institutions, including private research universities and academic hospitals. Obviously, with $2.6 billion of multiyear research grants threatened at Harvard alone, action by the state will cover only part of the funding deficit, but it will help.

It makes perfect sense for Massachusetts to be the first state to try to stanch the bleeding. With just 2 percent of the nation's workforce, Massachusetts is home to more than 11 percent of all R&D jobs in the country. It has the highest per capita funding from the National Institutes of Health and National Science Foundation in the U.S. Every federal dollar invested in academic science in Massachusetts generates about $2 in economic return for the state. And that's before taking into account the economic impact of any discoveries.

In particular, Massachusetts has a powerful biomedical-research ecosystem to protect. But each state has its own strategic imperatives, and many ways to structure such emergency funds exist. Because the grants canceled by the Trump administration have already undergone the federal peer-review process, states don't need to force themselves into the challenging business of judging the worthiness of individual research proposals. They could make a large difference simply by refilling the vessels that have been abruptly emptied, possibly with grants that allow the universities to prioritize the most important projects.

States could require that, in exchange for state help, universities must raise matching funds from their donors. In addition, states could launch their own philanthropic funds, as Massachusetts is also doing. Philanthropy--which already contributes an estimated $13 billion a year to university research through foundations, individual gifts, and the income on gifts to university endowments--is particularly important at this moment. As federal-grant awards become scarcer, it is a fair bet that federal-funding agencies will become more risk averse.

Philanthropists have always played an important role in encouraging unconventional thinking because they are willing to fund the very earliest stages of discovery. For example, the philanthropists Ted and Vada Stanley funded a center at MIT and Harvard's Broad Institute specifically to explore the biological basis of psychiatric disorders. In a landmark 2016 study, researchers there found strong evidence of a molecular mechanism underlying schizophrenia, establishing the first distinct connection in the disorder between gene variants and a biological process. Foundations can also launch sweeping projects that bring together communities of scientists from different organizations to advance a field, such as the Sloan Digital Sky Survey, which has mapped a third of the night sky, or the Sloan Deep Carbon Observatory, which studied the carbon cycle beneath the surface of the Earth.

Read: Inside the collapse at the NIH

States could also incentivize their business communities to be part of the rescue operation, perhaps by offering to match industry contributions to academic R&D. Some sectors, such as the biopharmaceutical industry, are particularly reliant on university discoveries. NIH-funded research contributed to more than 99 percent of all new drugs approved in the U.S. from 2010 to 2019. But China is now catching up to the U.S. in drug innovation. American biopharmaceutical companies are already dependent on China for raw materials. If they don't want to become completely reliant on China for breakthrough drugs as well--and able to access only those drugs that China is willing to share--they should do what they can to help save what has long been the world's greatest system for biomedical research.

The same is true for science-based technology companies in fields that include quantum computing, artificial intelligence, semiconductors, and batteries. Academic breakthroughs underlie the products and services they sell. If they want to remain ahead of their global competition, they should help support the next generation of breakthroughs and the next generation of students who will contribute to those breakthroughs.

Among those who would benefit from keeping U.S. university labs open are the venture capitalists and other investors who profit from the commercialization of university ideas. From 1996 to 2020, academic research generated 141,000 U.S. patents, spun out 18,000 companies, supported 6.5 million jobs, and contributed $1 trillion to the GDP. One of those spinouts was named Google. In our current state of emergency, investment firms should be considering ways to provide a lifeline to the university-based science that supports a high-tech economy.

Governors and other leaders in states with major research universities will need to work quickly and decisively, bringing various parties together in order to stave off disaster. But what is the alternative? If states, corporations, donors, and other stakeholders do nothing, there will be fewer American ideas to invest in, fewer American therapies to benefit from, and fewer advanced manufacturing industries making things in the U.S.

No contributions from elsewhere can completely replace broad-based federal support for university R&D. But until that returns, states with a lot on the line economically offer the best hope of limiting the losses and salvaging U.S. science.
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Trump's Revenge Campaign Has a Weakness

Prosecuting his enemies is turning out to be more difficult than he'd hoped--at least for now.

by Quinta Jurecic


Etchings are seen on the walls near an entrance to the Department of Justice building on July 19, 2025, in Washington, D.C. (Roberto Schmidt / Getty)



In November 2017, less than a year into his first term as president, Donald Trump publicly confronted a depressing reality. The traditions of Justice Department independence, he lamented in a radio interview, limited his ability to order an investigation of Hillary Clinton. It was "the saddest thing," he said. "I'm not supposed to be doing the kind of things I would love to be doing, and I am very frustrated by it."

This time around, Trump is not similarly encumbered. During the interregnum between his terms, MAGA's would-be philosophers built out the intellectual architecture for a presidential takeover of the Justice Department. Once Trump was back in office, the new administration set about filling DOJ leadership with loyalists and firing anyone who might object to abuses of power. The president, insistent that he was the victim of persecution by federal law enforcement, now seeks to turn the same apparatus against his enemies. In a representative Truth Social post last month, he shared an AI-generated video of Barack Obama being handcuffed by FBI agents and dragged out of the Oval Office.

But Trump's plan to leverage the DOJ for his campaign of revenge is not generating the results he might have hoped for, and not just because Obama remains a free man. The Justice Department has been slow to move forward with the investigations Trump demanded, hemmed in by the constraints of the legal system. Federal prosecutors targeting protesters and Democratic politicians have been dealt embarrassing defeats. American criminal law appears to be a less flexible tool in the hands of an authoritarian than Trump hoped--at least for now.

Attorney General Pam Bondi identified herself right away as an enthusiastic participant in the president's personal-retribution project, launching a "Weaponization Working Group" in February that would examine past investigations of Trump. In recent weeks, the department appears to have moved toward a potential criminal investigation of officials involved in the 2016 probe of Russian election interference. Outside the Justice Department, the Office of Special Counsel has opened an investigation into Jack Smith, the former special counsel who, from 2022 to 2024, oversaw the two federal criminal prosecutions of Trump for potential violations of the Hatch Act, which restricts political activities by government employees. (Despite its name, the Office of Special Counsel is an independent agency with no relationship to Smith's old shop.)

Jonathan Chait: Trump's desperate move to quiet the Epstein scandal

This is one model of law enforcement as a weapon: specific targeting of preexisting villains. Around the country, meanwhile, federal prosecutors handpicked by Trump are experimenting with another: cracking down on dissent. Anti-ICE protesters, and even Democratic elected officials pushing for oversight of immigration enforcement, have faced criminal charges.

Attorney General Robert Jackson famously warned in 1940 that the federal prosecutor "has more control over life, liberty, and reputation than any other person in America." Still, prosecutorial authority has limits. A prosecutor has to find a crime to charge in the first place. If the offense is serious enough, the prosecutor must also be able to persuade a grand jury to issue an indictment. And if the defendant refuses to plead guilty, the prosecutor must persuade a petit jury to convict. These are far from insurmountable barriers; on the contrary, as criminal-justice reformers have long argued, the deck is stacked in favor of the prosecution. But the Trump administration keeps tripping up on them anyway.

After June protests against ICE raids in Los Angeles, the office of Acting U.S. Attorney Bill Essayli filed more than 35 felony prosecutions, mostly for alleged assault of federal officers. But the Los Angeles Times and Bloomberg report that prosecutors were unable to persuade a grand jury to indict in several cases, as is required for felony charges. Court records show that in the weeks following the protests, the office moved to dismiss at least eight cases and downgraded another five to misdemeanors. (In one instance, the office charged a case as a felony, dropped it to a misdemeanor, and then recharged it as a felony a month and a half later, this time with an indictment in hand. Prosecutors have secured indictments in at least 12 cases, though two of those were later dismissed and a third indictment originally identified the defendant by the wrong name.) For context, in 2016, the last year for which data are available, the Bureau of Justice Statistics recorded only six refusals by grand juries out of roughly 180,000 cases pursued by federal prosecutors around the country. In more ordinary times, the old saying that a grand jury would indict a ham sandwich is not far off.

On the opposite coast, the U.S. Attorney's Office for the District of New Jersey has dealt with an embarrassment of its own. The office's interim leader, Alina Habba (until recently one of Trump's personal lawyers), filed trespassing charges against Newark Mayor Ras Baraka after he attempted to visit an ICE detention facility in his city. "NO ONE IS ABOVE THE LAW," Habba trumpeted on X. Two weeks later, however, prosecutors moved to dismiss the charges. The magistrate judge handling the case chastened the office over its failure to "thoughtfully consider the implications of your actions before wielding your immense power." (Baraka, sitting in the courtroom during the hearing, was overheard commenting afterward, "Jesus, he tore these people a new asshole.")

Bondi, meanwhile, is struggling to respond to the president's demands to prosecute people involved in perpetrating what Trump calls the "Russia hoax." The biggest challenge there is that there was no hoax; as both Special Counsel Robert Mueller and a bipartisan Senate intelligence report concluded, Russia really did try to help Trump win the 2016 election. For that matter, even if the Justice Department could somehow identify a crime, any number of legal issues could trip up a prosecution--including the fact that the conduct in question took place almost 10 years ago, well past the typical five-year window for charging an offense. According to The New York Times, the attorney general was caught unawares by Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard's release of documents from 2016, and displeased about the political pressure from the right to launch an investigation in response. Despite an exciting headline from Fox News--"DOJ Launching Grand Jury Investigation Into Russiagate Conspiracy Allegations"--all Bondi appears to have done is ask prosecutors to possibly present grand jurors with evidence. When a grand jury will actually convene, and indeed whether it ever will, is not clear.

Bondi's hedging on Russia hints at a broader awareness within the Justice Department that securing indictments, much less guilty verdicts, may be a problem. In May, Ed Martin, the crusading Trump supporter who is now leading the Justice Department's Weaponization Working Group, suggested that if the department were unable to charge "bad actors" with crimes, it would settle for naming and shaming them publicly. (This would be a departure from long-running department policy, which holds that "no legitimate governmental interest" is served by publicly voicing allegations against individuals without an accompanying criminal case.) Similarly, the investigation of Jack Smith might be a tacit admission of how little the administration has to go on here: The harshest penalty that the Office of Special Counsel could demand would be Smith's dismissal from government service, but he has already resigned.

Shane Harris: The 'Russia hoax,' revisited

These challenges are similar to ones that Trump ran into during his first term. In fact, the FBI's 2016 election-interference investigation was already the subject of an investigation by Special Counsel John Durham, which began in 2019. Despite MAGA hype, Durham's probe was a flop: He brought three criminal cases concerning alleged wrongdoing around the Russia investigation, two of which ended in acquittals by juries. (A third led to a former FBI lawyer being sentenced to probation after pleading guilty to having altered an email.) And a shaky criminal probe into former Deputy FBI Director Andrew McCabe, whom Trump had seized on as a symbol of the nefarious "deep state," quietly ground to a halt without charges being filed. It's difficult to say exactly what happened in the McCabe case because of strict rules around grand-jury secrecy, but one possibility is that jurors declined to issue an indictment.

Still, the jury system will not always act as a defense against abuses. The same day that Baraka's case was dismissed, Habba announced her intent to indict Democratic Representative LaMonica McIver for "forcibly impeding and interfering with federal officers" when attempting to shield Baraka from arrest. A grand jury returned the indictment. McIver has pleaded not guilty, but others might make different calculations: The overwhelming majority of criminal cases end with plea deals, because defendants decide against taking their chances in court. Meanwhile, the Justice Department recently sent out grand-jury subpoenas targeting New York Attorney General Letitia James over investigations by her office into Trump and the National Rifle Association. Fox News reports that another investigation may be under way into Trump's claims of supposed mortgage fraud by James and Democratic Senator Adam Schiff. Even if the harassment of James and Schiff goes nowhere, criminal investigations like these can be a grueling experience for the defendant, especially given the enormous cost of paying for a defense lawyer.

A jury is in essence a democratic institution, requiring citizens to exercise their judgment in a model of shared deliberation that is at odds with Trump's autocratic tendencies. In the colonial era, grand juries sometimes refused to indict protesters against the Crown; in the decades before the Civil War, both grand and petit juries nullified prosecutions under the Fugitive Slave Act. Yet although the American jury system can be a powerful tool in the fight for self-government, it has not always been a reliable one. Juries also helped build the foundations of the Jim Crow South by shielding white Southerners from legal accountability for racial terror. So far, the system has held up against Trump's encroachment. But the rapid erosion of democratic life in the United States over the past six months is a reminder of how quickly things can change.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/08/trump-doj-political-prosecutions/683861/?utm_source=feed
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A Radical Answer to the Fentanyl Crisis

The conclusion of our three-part series, No Easy Fix

by Ethan Brooks




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

In July, President Donald Trump issued an executive order calling for an expansion of involuntary commitment--forcing people into treatment facilities--in response to the homelessness crisis. San Francisco has been attempting such an expansion for the past 19 months. What can the rest of the country learn from California?

This is the final episode in a three-part series from Radio Atlantic, No Easy Fix, about homelessness and addiction in San Francisco.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. Today, we have the third episode of our series about San Francisco and what it takes to escape homelessness and addiction.

Last week, we talked to San Francisco Mayor Daniel Lurie.

Daniel Lurie:  We, as a city, just got to this point where we were like, If somebody wants to keep harming themselves and, really, killing themselves, that's their right.


Rosin: And we followed Evan, who is trying to get off the streets, through a critical 48-hour period.

Evan: I don't know where to go. And it's raining, and I'm cold, and I'm hungry (Laughs.) And I'm over it. I'm so over it.


Rosin: This week, Evan is missing, and he badly needs medical care. We follow the search for Evan, and we look at a new experiment with involuntary treatment. Here's reporter Ethan Brooks.

(Phone rings.)

Liz Breuilly: Hello?
 Ethan Brooks: Hey.
 Breuilly: How you doing?
 Brooks: I'm doing all right. You know...


Brooks: It's been a few weeks now since anyone's seen Evan. The last time I saw him was late at night, in the Mission District. He needed urgent medical care for his leg, which was swollen and infected, and he planned to go to the hospital.

Breuilly: I'm actually really worried about him.


Brooks: And then he disappeared.

Breuilly: He could lose his leg, you know? That's why, when we separated, I was really clear with him--that he understood that his leg was not gonna get better on its own.


Brooks: When Liz can't find someone, usually at least someone out there, one of the many missing people Liz has found over the years, has seen that person around. But not this time.

Breuilly: No one's seen him. I was like, Yeah, have you seen Evan around? They're like, No, why? Is everything--I was like, I don't know. He's, like, missing, missing.


[Music]

Brooks: Typically, when someone with an addiction like Evan's disappears, it's not some big mystery what they're up to. Evan's best friend, Joe, who lives out in Washington, has been through this more than once.

Joe Wynne: I was gonna have him get a tattoo with my phone number on it.
 Brooks: (Laughs.) That's a great idea.
 Wynne: Yeah, yeah. (Laughs.) But he disappeared on me.


Brooks: This time is different. When Liz called the hospitals, none of them had any records of Evan. She checked arrest records--no sign of him there either. The shelter where he'd been staying for the past few weeks, they also hadn't seen him.

It's one thing to not make it to the hospital or into treatment, but why would Evan stop sleeping at the shelter he's been going to for weeks?

Brooks: Are you worried?


Wynne: I mean, I expect Evan to die out there--100 percent, that's how this ends: in the streets, in a bad way. As his best friend, I have seen no pieces of evidence that persisted beyond 72 hours of him heading in any other direction, and I've seen 10,000 pieces of evidence of him headed towards death: He's been shot. He's been run over. He's been dead in the street and revived with Narcan, like, umpteen fucking times. Overdosing is, like, a weekend for Evan. So the question is like, What on the list of human experience is left to Evan that he hasn't done?


Brooks: Recently, I've been thinking about something Evan told me the first time we met. When Liz asked him what he thought it would take to get clean, he said, "I can't be trusted. I can't have the privilege to do anything." Liz put it more bluntly and said, "You need to be locked in a cell."

At the time, this struck me as sort of tongue-in-cheek, something to acknowledge the seriousness of Evan's addiction. But now that he was missing, and in urgent need of medical care, I was wondering if he actually meant it.

Not so long ago, there was a consensus in places like San Francisco that forceful confinement of drug-addicted people, of the type practiced at an astonishing scale during the War on Drugs, was not the path forward. But in the face of the crisis on the street, and the toll of that crisis on the city, San Francisco is expanding a system that would force people off the street and into involuntary treatment. And elsewhere, not so far away, a system of forced care is already in full effect.

[Music]

From The Atlantic, this is No Easy Fix Episode 3, "A Golden Opportunity."

[Music]

Sam Quinones: I didn't really want to write about addiction or health or anything about that; I really just wanted to write about Mexican heroin traffickers.


Brooks: For someone who didn't want to write about addiction, Sam Quinones has written about it a lot. He was one of the first journalists covering the rise of prescription pain pills and has been covering the opioid crisis in his books--and sometimes in The Atlantic--ever since.

In that time, Sam has seen a lot of money spent on solutions to this problem, a lot of ideas tried, and a lot of failure.

Quinones: I would say now, after 15 years of this and after watching so many people die, I've gotten to a point where I'm not gonna nod and smile at bullshit, when what we really need to be doing is rethinking how this is done.


Brooks: How recovery is done in America is not one cohesive thing. Some people are given the choice between rehab and jail, and choose rehab. Others have been referred from the hospital or pressured by family. You might be able to stay for a few months or just a month, depending on what you can afford and what Medicaid can pay for.

What unifies recovery in America are the results. Compared to Western Europe's, our system is more expensive, has higher relapse rates and more overdoses.

The reason I called Sam is because now, in the face of such persistent failure, he's part of a growing and surprising coalition of people calling for a different approach.

Quinones: I really believe that we have been wasting a magnificent golden opportunity for decades in jail because for so many people, the blessed day was the day they were arrested and they got off the street. A lot of people don't wanna hear that, but in my opinion, that's been a revelation.


Brooks: Sam knows, and I know, that for many people, calling jail for drug use "a magnificent golden opportunity" can be an unpopular position. For as many people as "the blessed day was the day they were arrested," there are others for whom such an arrest led to nothing but pain and instability.

Historically, up to 75 percent of incarcerated people with opioid-use disorder will relapse within three months of release. Many of them do so having lost their tolerance, which sends the risk of overdose and death through the roof--which is one of the reasons why many people think this is not the way forward.

Quinones: That's just nonsense. There's a lot of people for whom it doesn't work at certain times, but the idea that nobody ever found sobriety after being arrested and being forcibly removed from the streets thats--I mean, I can't tell you how nonsensical that idea is--


Brooks: Not so much that nobody ever got sober, but, like, the question of what should be the dominant way that we deal with treatment and recovery...


Quinones: Well, I mean, it depends what drugs you're talking about. Marijuana, maybe not. Alcohol, maybe not. With fentanyl, I have to say, I think it's absolutely essential.


One of the effects of fentanyl is to turn people into folded people: So they are bent at the waist, their chins are almost touching their shoelaces, almost groveling before the drug, subservient. It is completely domineering and requires you to be taking it all day long.


Brooks: Sam's argument is for involuntary treatment--in this case, jail-based recovery pods--not as a means to some other end, but as a tool for individual recovery.

Quinones: You just can't get ready for treatment on the street in the time it takes for meth to drive you mad and fentanyl to kill you.


Brooks: Sam isn't the only one calling for an expansion of involuntary treatment.

Archival (Fox News):  President Trump signing an executive order to end homelessness that has taken over public streets. So let's take a look at how he aims to do this.


Brooks: A few weeks ago, on July 24, President Trump signed an executive order called "Ending Crime and Disorder on America's Streets." The order makes it easier to clear homeless encampments; it blocks funding for safe-injection sites, predicates housing assistance on addiction treatment--and one other major change.

Archival (Fox News): It also supports involuntary treatment, which is crucial if you're gonna get people off the streets, who are, who don't wanna get off the streets and don't wanna quit drugs.


Brooks: Involuntary treatment, or as the order puts it, "shifting homeless individuals into long-term institutional settings."

What the order calls for, in short, is an expansion of institutionalization, both for people with severe mental illness and for people with severe addiction, like Evan.

It's the sort of thing that doesn't sound very "San Francisco," but on the subject of forcing people into long-term care, the city is actually way out ahead of Trump on this one--nearly two years ahead.

[Music]

Susan Eggman:   When we closed the state hospitals, we didn't quite realize like, oh, they are serving a purpose. These people are being safely housed here. They have food, they have care, they have shelter, all these things.


Brooks: Susan Eggman is a former California State Senator, a Democrat, who served in the Senate from 2020 to 2024. And right out of the gate, Susan set out to make it easier to commit people against their will.

Eggman: We swing as a society, right? We were locking everybody up, throwing away the key, for their safety, for our safety. But now we've realized it was not bad to treat people; it's bad to warehouse like we were doing. But there has to be someplace in between.


I mean, I tried for years--I couldn't even get hearings in committees, right?
 Brooks: Oh really?
 Eggman: The judicial committee would be just like, (Laughs.) Get outta here, Eggman, right? I mean, I'm a huge ACLU lover, right, but they hate me when they see me coming with this stuff.


Brooks: The reason the ACLU is so strongly opposed to changing the law is that it's no small thing to rescind someone's freedom when they haven't committed any crime. America has a long and dark history with this--a system of asylums and hospitals that would drug, shock, even lobotomize patients. The ACLU calls "conservatorship," that's the present-day system of involuntary commitment in California, "the most extreme deprivation of civil liberties, aside from the death penalty."

But after years of bargaining and pushing, Susan broke through. In October of 2023, Gavin Newsom signed Susan Eggman's bill--it's called S.B. 43--into law.

The law dramatically expanded the pool of people who qualify for involuntary treatment. Now people who can't provide for their own personal safety, or necessary medical care, qualify. So do people with severe substance-use disorder.

Neglecting medical care, severe substance-use disorder--that sounds like Evan.

[Music]

Two months after Susan's bill became law, San Francisco put the new rules into effect, while just about every other county in California decided to wait.

So now, 19 months into this experiment, with Evan missing, I wanted to see how and if this system might work for him.

Brooks: Can you introduce yourself?


April Sloan: I'm April Sloan. I am the assistant deputy chief of the Community Paramedicine Division of the San Francisco Fire Department.


Brooks: In case you didn't catch that, April Sloan is an assistant deputy chief in the San Francisco Fire Department--also a very fast talker.

April's team, called EMS-6, is at the cutting edge of implementing this expanded involuntary system.

EMS-6 deals almost entirely in extremes: the most mentally ill, the most uncooperative, and the most severely drug addicted in San Francisco--in short, exactly the people that the city has in mind when expanding involuntary treatment.

April sees people who qualify for involuntary treatment all the time--among others, people with severe substance-use disorder and people with chronic medical neglect.

Sloan:  We see a lot of people with wounds that they're not getting treatment for.
 Brooks: Yeah. A lot of amputations and stuff?
 Sloan: Lots--I've never seen the amount of amputations like this. It's crazy.


Brooks: The way the system is supposed to work is like a ladder: The bottom rung is EMS-6, or a clinician or the police. I reached out to the San Francisco Police Department for this story and didn't get a response.

If EMS-6 thinks a patient requires involuntary treatment, they take the patient to the hospital. Eddy Bird, a captain on EMS-6, does plenty of this. He's spent his whole career on ambulances--which, before he worked at EMS-6, made Eddy a pretty popular guy.

Eddy Bird:  When somebody's collapsed and had a heart attack in front of their house, and they're laying on the sidewalk, everybody's real happy to see an ambulance rolling up. And the minute you put somebody in an ambulance, you drive away, everybody's real happy to see you driving towards the hospital.


Brooks: When those types of patients arrive at the hospital, everyone knows what to do. But on EMS-6, it's different.

Bird:  Sometimes they've just got chronic needs, and we keep bringing them to the hospitals, and the staff now at the hospitals is like, Why do you keep bringing them here?


Brooks: EMS-6 is sending people to the emergency department for involuntary treatment; the hospitals are sending them right back out to the street. It's possible that individual doctors aren't buying into the new rules--don't believe that severe substance-use disorder merits such an extreme deprivation of civil liberty. But it's certain that the infrastructure required to make this expansion work, doesn't yet exist.

In the long-term locked facilities meant for involuntary treatment, there is a desperate shortage of staff and beds. This isn't just the case in San Francisco, cities across the country are scrambling to deal with a rise in psychiatric emergencies, including a spike in suicidality among young people. They are struggling to finance an effective response

This shortage funnels more and more people into the only place they can go: the emergency department.

Sloan:  To be clear, EDs are not meant to treat people with psychiatric disorders or substance-use issues. Policy dictates that we have to take them to the hospital for a medical evaluation, so we do that. But then, they are discharged to the street.


Brooks: Which leaves Eddy and April and their team trying solutions that feel surreal.

April told me one story about a client of theirs that was suicidal--he had told them as much. They kept getting 911 calls reporting that he had walked into traffic. EMS-6 would take him to the hospital, and the hospital would discharge him. This happened so many times that eventually one of the captains began to just follow this man around and just stop traffic when he stepped into the street.

With no way to keep this client out of oncoming traffic, EMS-6 kept traffic away from their client.

[Music]

Bird:  Every day, you go out to people that don't wanna see you, to people that are calling, that are angry because you're not fixing the problems, because you don't have the tools or the resources to fix these problems.  So, nobody wants to see you. They're like, Oh, you're not doing anything. You're not fixing any problems. You don't fucking do anything.


Brooks: Since the adoption of this expanded involuntary treatment 19 months ago, the number of people placed into long-term involuntary care has hardly changed. The number of conservatorships initiated solely for severe substance-use disorder is zero.

So to the question of if this is a system that might have benefited Evan, the answer is a resounding no.

[Music]

Brooks:  Before anyone can think about locking Evan away, and whether that would be compassionate or monstrous, there's one thing that is not up for debate: You can't lock Evan up if you can't find him. And at the moment, no one knows where he is.

It's early April now, and Evan has been missing for over a month. The last time they spoke, Liz told Evan that his leg would not improve on its own. She told him to get to a hospital immediately. Then he disappeared.

Wynne: Wanna go for a walk?


Brooks: So Joe Wynne, Evan's best friend, has flown to San Francisco to find him.

Wynne: Look, this is my "missing" poster for Evan.


Brooks: Joe is sitting in Liz's car, showing off a template he's downloaded onto his phone. The word MISSING is in all caps in white and red across the top.

Wynne: It's classic, right? But I'm gonna swap out the picture of the cat, obviously.


All right, look, I wrote, "Evan: He's friendly and handsome as fuck. Call me if you see him. His leg is fucked, and he needs medical." It's a fun flyer.


Breuilly: Evan's gonna be like, Where'd you get that picture? Oh, Liz took it of me?


Brooks: The picture is not flattering. Evan does not look handsome or very friendly. His hair is in his face, and his skin is blotchy. He looks like someone who's been living on the street for the last five years.

Liz took this photo originally with an eye towards the future, with the idea that she might show a clean, sober, housed Evan just how far he'd come, and that an image like this might ward him away from relapse. And now, Joe was about to show it to as many people as he could.

Wynne: So I have a photo of me and Evan side by side--that's what I was gonna use.


Breuilly: I know, but that looks like him now. Your other one's--he's not happy like that.


[Music]

Brooks: We spend the day driving and then walking around the Mission District and the Tenderloin, tracing wider and wider circles from where Evan was last seen.

Wynne: Hey, man, can I ask you a question? This is my brother Evan. I'm looking for him today. He's got a really bum leg and a walker, we're trying to get him to the hospital...


Brooks: Joe is handing out his flyers and offering a cash reward for whoever finds Evan--this is getting a lot of interest. Joe calls Evan his brother because he's found that people are more likely to help that way.

Wynne: We're trying to get him to the hospital 'cause he's got an infection in his leg.


Brooks: Liz is going with her lighter-touch approach, asking friends and friends of friends if they've seen him. We see Evan's last name spray-painted on a wall, which feels like a clue, but definitely isn't.

As always, people living on the street in the Tenderloin are eager to help. One of them tells Joe, I'm sorry you're going through this, without any irony that I could detect.

(Street sounds. Dog barks.)

Operator: Operator.
 Wynne: Hey, my name is Joe Wynne, and I'm trying to find out if my brother is a patient there.


Brooks: Twelve hours into this search, and Liz and Joe are getting a little desperate. We've been searching all day, Joe has handed out God knows how many flyers, and there's still no sign of Evan.

Operator: No, I don't see anyone by [that] name.
 Wynne: Okay, thank you so much for checking.
 Operator: No problem.
 Wynne: There isn't any way--(Phone hangs up.) Well, all right. Can I put, like, a call-back number?


Brooks: The hospitals don't have any record of Evan. Liz and Joe are running out of ideas. And then Joe's phone rings.

Wynne: Hello, this is Joe.
 Anonymous: Are you looking for someone?
 Wynne: Yeah, yeah, I'm looking for Evan.
 Anonymous: Are you mobile right now or what?
 Breuilly: Yeah.
 Wynne: Oh yeah.
 Anonymous: Yeah, he's right here on Van Ness and Market, man, in front of the donut joint.


Brooks: We're only a few minutes away from that intersection. And as we pull up, there's Evan--wearing the same clothes Liz bought him over a month ago, standing on both legs. Joe pulls him into a hug.

Evan: Bring in the cavalry.
 Wynne: (Laughs.) How are you, babe? Just so you know, about 400 people have flyers with your pictures on it.
 Evan: I saw one of 'em--
 Breuilly: (Laughs.)
 Evan: --and I was like,What the fuck is that?
 Wynne: (Laughs.)


Evan: I was like, That's not real.
 Breuilly: Full disclosure...


Brooks: That night, Joe and Evan stay in a hotel downtown. Forty-eight hours later, after a marathon wait in the emergency room, Evan is admitted to the hospital.

[Music]

When I finally got to sit down with Evan, the first thing I wanted to know was where he'd been over the last month, why nobody had seen him.

In the month since I last saw Evan, he'd gone from being a thief who'd bring back and sell lots of stolen goods to looking through the trash--for some clothes or a half bottle of alcohol, anything he could sell for a dollar or two. For a while, he convinced a few restaurants to give him abandoned Doordash orders, which he would then barter for fentanyl. But eventually, that stopped working too.

He had disappeared not because he'd gone somewhere else, but because he'd fallen so far as to be completely out of sight.

Two days ago, the day Liz and Joe were looking for him,  Evan had decided to lie down. His feet had gone numb, so he wanted to rest--which, in his world, is a big decision: If you spend a full day lying down, you're not making money, and you're inching towards withdrawal.

Evan: So I had this tiny, little rice-sized piece of fentanyl, but I didn't have a lighter, and so I kept using that as an excuse all day not to smoke it.


Brooks: He had decided to stay lying down, so instead of getting up, he called out, asking for a lighter. But no one helped. And then he had an idea.

Evan: Two nights before, I'd found this empty matchbox. And where I happened to lay down, there was two broken matches on the ground. And I went and sit inside my sleeping bag and put that little rice-grain piece of fentanyl on a piece of foil, and I took two hits with the match and then put it out, and then later, I did the same thing with the other match.


Brooks: Listening to Evan tell this story, there's a bit of pride in his voice; you can hear that he's smiling. He's proud of having successfully MacGyvered a high out of two matches and a rice grain of fentanyl.

Brooks: How does this sound to your ear when you're saying this stuff?
 Evan: Yeah. (Laughs.) I just can't believe that it would [be] me going through it. It's like, How have you gotten so low, you know?
 Brooks: Literally lying on the ground.
 Evan: Using matches that I found in my sleeping bag to hit a piece of rice-grain fentanyl, because my legs are too swollen to get up and walk.


Brooks: Eventually, Evan got up. He hadn't eaten anything all day, and it hurt to swallow. He made his way over to some people he knew and then found one of Joe's flyers.

Evan: And then I was like, Oh yeah, that's Joe's, that's Joe's making right there. I immediately was like, Facepalm. Like, No, no, no, no, no, no.
 Brooks: Why "no"? If you had just had the day that you just described?
 Evan: Well--
 Brooks: I feel like--
 Evan: Yeah--


Brooks: --the answer could be, "Thank God." (Laughs.)
 Evan: No, just because of the embarrassment of, like, I never wanted to be this person on a flyer like that, just my picture all around town like that.


[Music]

Brooks: When the cavalry arrived, in the shape of a best friend with the will and resources to save his life, Evan's first thought was how it all looked. Even having lost everything else, until that moment, he still had a kind of privacy--no one there to see how bad things had really gotten.

In order to find him and to get him off the street, Joe had taken away that privacy; that's what it took.

What it will take to keep Evan off the street, that's after the break.

[Break]

Brooks: Since pulling Evan off the street a few days ago, Joe has come up with a new plan to save Evan. He's standing at the foot of Evan's hospital bed in San Francisco, delivering his pitch.

Wynne: From my perspective, we're in a death-versus-something-else choice, right? I think death is really on the table for you. Between this, between that and your weight loss and your dehydration and just being out there, right? It's really on the table. And I feel like Mexico's the hammer. We swing that hammer (Punches one fist into his other palm.) You are gonna make it to 12 months.


Brooks: Joe is punching a fist into his palm and calling Mexico a "hammer" because what he's proposing is force. Rather than finding his way into residential rehab in San Francisco, which Evan has tried and failed before, Joe is pushing for a more extreme option: Leave this waiting room right now, drive to the airport, and fly to Mexico. Joe found a rehab there called Twilight that does something that no rehab in America can do: Give Joe total control over Evan's life.

Mexican law allows families to admit an addicted family member to rehab without their consent. If Evan gives the green light, Joe--and only Joe--can decide how long he stays in rehab. If he tries to leave, he'll be stopped.

Wynne: And then after 12 months, you get to show up at my house, 12 months clean, and then we get to work out, eat good, work hard, be around the kids--there's gonna be babies in the house. We're gonna go to lacrosse games. I'm running the business; you can have a job working for me right out the gate.


Brooks: While Joe is delivering this rapid-fire vision of their glorious future, Evan is slouched down in his bed. I imagine this is sort of surreal. Forty-eight hours ago, he was on the street, and now he's looking at spending the next year, or two years--it's not up to him--in what is, in essence, a rehab jail.

Wynne: You'll be in a very good world as soon as you get outta there, right? And you'd guaranteed get there--you will make 12 months if we send you to Mexico.


Brooks: Here was what sounded a lot like a version of recovery that people like Sam Quinones and Susan Eggman are saying people like Evan need. Twilight Recovery Center might give some insight into what works and what doesn't when you approach addiction in this way, and Evan was getting closer to going.

Harrison Sidney: Welcome to Twilight Recovery Center. Please press 0 for assistance.


Brooks: Twilight Recovery Center is one of a constellation of Mexican rehab centers just south of San Diego catered towards American clientele. Harrison Sidney is the CEO.

Sidney: So in many states in the United States, people can do a conservatorship of people. I wish that they could do a conservatorship on people without going through the legal process but it is an impossibility to complete.
 Brooks: Do you think about your work as conservatorship?
 Sidney: Yes, I'm the guardian at the door. I'm the one that makes it happen.


Brooks: Recovery centers like Twilight fill a gap in the American system. In the States, as we've heard, the bar for conservatorship is high, and ultimately, the decision around involuntary treatment lies with a judge. At Twilight, all that control falls to Harrison.

Sidney: When a family member brings me their loved one, I give them the solution. Ultimately, my signature is gonna release their loved one, whether it's a half an hour from the time that they arrive or a year from now.
 Brooks: They're handing you a really high degree of trust.
 Sidney: Correct. That is correct.


Brooks: For patients, that can mean a lot of things. If the quality of care is high, that surrender of control can be beneficial. But if it's not, the experience can be nightmarish.

In either case, it's a gamble. It can mean a total stranger is in control of your future.

Brooks: Was that a hard decision for you to make, to sign away some autonomy?
 Samantha: You know, I'm not gonna lie: I really didn't know that my parents would have full control over it.


Brooks: Samantha--and I'm just gonna use her first name--is a patient at Twilight. She's from Pittsburgh and, by her count, has been to over 30 different rehabs all around the U.S.

She told me she didn't really know that this rehab was different until she found out after her first month, which is when she would usually leave.

Samantha: That's all I could think about, like, the first month I was here--was going home and getting high. I'm like, I'm so excited to go home and get high. I was just like, Yeah, I'm leaving in, like, a week, and he was like, No, the fuck you're not. (Laughs.) I was like, Okay.


Brooks: Four months in, when I spoke with her, Samantha said she was still glad to be there, glad she didn't go home after those first 30 days. Now she still thinks about getting high, but the feeling is fear--that she'll relapse.

Samantha: In rehab in the States, when you're in rehab, you can't leave; you can't do anything: You can't have a phone. The nice thing about being here, though, is that we do go out and we do do normal things. At this place, it's kind of almost a step down from a rehab.
 Brooks: Oh, that's interesting--like it feels a bit more free, in a way?


Samantha: Yeah. Even though you're conserved-- you have someone over you, yeah, you feel more free. They give you the idea that you're free, but you're not.


Brooks: At first, this struck me as a sort of trick Harrison was playing on patients like Samantha: cultivating this feeling in exchange for compliance. But it's not far from principles you hear from people who advocate for a gentler approach to recovery. The key, they say, is to treat people with dignity. If you create an environment for someone like Samantha, or Evan, that doesn't feel stigmatized or coercive, even if it is coercive, you might be more likely to recover.

[Music]

Brooks: Back in San Francisco, in Evan's room at the hospital, it's time to make a decision. The hospital's addiction team has come by and thinks they can get him into a long-term residential rehab in San Francisco called Harbor Light. This is one of the best free facilities in the city, one where Evan could stay for up to two years.

Joe is pushing hard for Mexico. Evan has tried and failed to stay in rehab in San Francisco before, and Joe's worried that if Evan fails, he won't survive long enough to take another shot. Joe thinks it's time to try something else, but Evan isn't sure.

Evan: I don't think I'm ready to do that. I could feel, like, in my head, I'm like, I'm gonna be successful this time. But I still have like, just, like--I'm still a little worried about having doubt--like, What if I don't, though? And then all that time and money they spent is just like wasted again, and it's like ...
 Brooks: Mm-hmm.
 Evan: I didn't wanna do that.


Brooks: Evan, again, will try to get clean in San Francisco. He feels selfish asking Joe to pay for lockdown rehab in Mexico while San Francisco's is free. So instead, Joe, in his salesman way, offers Evan a deal.

Wynne: So listen, what I'd like you to agree to--you don't have to agree to it--is if you walk out of this place, the next time I see you, I just want you to get on the fucking plane to Mexico with me. Literally, like, Hey, good to see you; pop a methadone; we get on the plane. 'Cause we almost did that yesterday. You would be in Mexico now. And I get, like, this is the chance for you to do it nice, in a nicer facility, with more freedom, with better Medicare, for no money. I agree that if this works, it's a better deal--if it works.
 Evan: And it's more, like, if I feel like, if I make it the year, it's like--
 Wynne: It's more meaningful if you choose--
 Evan: Yeah.
 Wynne: --to do it every day than if we force you--if you make the right choice 365 days in a row, it's more meaningful than if you make the choice to get on a plane with me once.
 How do you feel about, if it doesn't work, the next time I see you, we get on a plane--or you can pull the rip cord whenever. But really, the agreement is, eyeball to eyeball, that I wanna make: If it doesn't work, we're going to Mexico. Thoughts? Any reason to say no?
 Evan: I don't have any reason to say no.
 Wynne: All right, so we agree on it? That's your fucking left hand. That's ... (Laughs.) All right: Sober or Mexico.
 Evan: Sober here in SF or Mexican sober jail.
 Wynne: Uh-huh.
 Evan: I like it.


Brooks: A few hours after this conversation in the hospital, Joe flew back to Washington. Before he left, he gave Evan a phone so we could all stay in touch. A group chat was started, along with Liz, called "Evan Party Chat," which left Evan on his own again.

In a day or two, it'd be easy enough to walk out, take the bus back to the Mission, and pick up right where he left off: stealing Stanley cups, selling them for fentanyl money. There was nothing keeping Evan at the hospital.

A few days later, with the help of the hospital's addiction team, Evan entered a long-term residential treatment program.

A month later, a text arrived, saying, "Hey. Thirty days clean."

At day 72, we get an automated notification saying, "Evan left the conversation."

A week later, Liz checked to see if he was still there. He was; he just wasn't using his phone.

[Music]

Evan is now past 120 days sober. It's his longest period of sobriety in a very, very long time.

[Music]

Brooks: Back in January--at his inauguration--the mayor spoke about restoring San Francisco's sense of decency and security. About putting a dent in this crisis that was all too visible.

To that end, Evan's four months off of the street is a success. The cost of that success is a bit tough to pin down. There were years of effort and care and failure from Liz and Joe. There's the hospital bill, which was probably $10,000 and the cost of housing, feeding, and counseling Evan in residential rehab for up to two years.

In San Francisco, the homeless population is somewhere around 8,000. Many are dealing with addiction. Very few have a best friend or a volunteer detective working on their behalf.

Something like what it took to get Evan off the street for these four months will be required for thousands of others.

[Music]

Brooks: No Easy Fix is produced and reported by me, Ethan Brooks. Edited by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Engineering by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Special thanks to Natalie Brennan and Nancy DeVille. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. Radio Atlantic will be back next week.
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What Happened When Canada Gave Citizens the Right to Die

A conversation with Elaina Plott Calabro about the legalization of assisted death

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Nine years after Canada legalized assisted death--known formally as Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID--doctors are struggling to keep up with demand, Elaina Plott Calabro reports in a feature for our September issue. Clinicians are also reckoning with a philosophical question that gets more and more complicated as new types of MAID requests emerge: "If autonomy in death is sacrosanct, is there anyone who shouldn't be helped to die?"

"This is the story of an ideology in motion, of what happens when a nation enshrines a right before reckoning with the totality of its logic," Elaina writes. I spoke with her about how doctors are dealing with this new form of ethical responsibility, and why demand for MAID in Canada has far outpaced all predictions.



Isabel Fattal: In Canada, an emphasis on patient autonomy is the guiding principle of MAID. How does that emphasis define the country's specific culture around assisted death?

Elaina Plott Calabro: In Canada, to receive MAID, a patient does not have to have exhausted all other reasonable options to alleviate their suffering. They just have to be made aware of them. In the Netherlands, by contrast, a doctor and a patient do have to agree that the patient has exhausted all reasonable options of care before they move ahead with euthanasia. Distinctions like that brought home for me just how central autonomy is to this regime.

Isabel: You write about how, in the end, Canada's medical providers are the ones who have to bear this complex ethical responsibility. How were some of the clinicians you met dealing with that?

Elaina: At the outset, there were a lot of clinicians in Canada who were in theory quite supportive of a patient's right to die but were nervous about actually participating, because the standards turned to a large extent on a clinician's individual discretion. The law itself did not give terribly specific criteria as to what would qualify a patient to be eligible for euthanasia.

I spoke with one doctor, Dr. Madeline Li, a cancer psychiatrist in Toronto. This is someone who, following the law's passage, played a leading role in building out the actual practice of MAID. She developed the MAID program at the University Health Network, the largest teaching-hospital system in Canada. About two years after MAID was legalized, she came across a patient who had cancer, but it was a pretty curable cancer--the doctors gave him a 65 percent chance of survival with treatment. But the patient said that he wanted MAID. And the surgeon was kind of alarmed and thought, Well, you know, maybe the patient just doesn't want surgery; maybe he wants chemo instead. The patient was sent to other specialists, but he continued to insist that he didn't want treatment; he wanted MAID.

This patient finally ended up meeting with Li. She asked, What if you had a 100 percent chance of survival? Would you want treatment? And he said, No, I want MAID. That crystallized for her the spectrum of interpretations a doctor could rely upon when trying to understand this law. To her, it seemed that this was a patient whose death, given the fact that he did not want treatment, had become "reasonably foreseeable." His disease was technically incurable because according to prevailing interpretations of the law, a disease is considered incurable if it cannot be cured by means acceptable to the patient.

All of this made Li conclude, Okay, well, he is technically eligible for MAID, but this doesn't feel right. She did end up honoring his wish to receive MAID but regretted it, she told me, almost as soon as his heart stopped beating, and from that point on had to make a decision for herself, for her own comfort level, that she would not let the definition of incurability turn solely on a patient's discretion. But clinicians across Canada are all making these sorts of decisions for themselves.

Isabel: Demand for MAID in Canada surged beyond the government's initial predictions. Did your reporting suggest anything to you about what broader demand for something like MAID might be if it were offered in more places?

Elaina: A lot of officials and clinicians in Canada are still not entirely sure why demand surged so rapidly and why it has not yet leveled out. One MAID clinician I spoke with spent a lot of time trying to understand the various regimes in Europe. A major difference between those regimes and the one in Canada is to some extent cultural. In European countries with legalized assisted death, your primary-care physician is usually the one you're applying to in order to receive assisted death. In the event that your application is rejected, you typically won't go on to seek another doctor's opinion. But in Canada, the system largely developed around MAID-coordination centers, and so, for the most part, clinicians have no previous relationship with the patient they're assessing. If you have one person say, No, I don't think you're eligible, there's no taboo about going to seek another assessment immediately.

There's also an awareness of MAID in Canada that has helped propel and sustain demand. At this point, many clinicians told me, it's very hard to come across someone who doesn't know, by some degree, someone who has received MAID. There's a great deal of emphasis in Canada on ensuring that patients are made aware of it as an option, whereas in some countries, clinicians are either prohibited or generally discouraged from initiating conversations about assisted death.

Read Elaina's full feature.



Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Is this the hardest physical contest in the world?
 	Anne Applebaum: Trump has a new definition of human rights.
 	Will Trump get his Potemkin statistics?
 	Alexandra Petri: Yes, Stephen Miller is surrounded by criminals.




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump said he will push Congress to extend federal control of the Washington, D.C., police force beyond the 30-day limit.
 
 	 Trump warned Russia of "severe consequences" if President Vladimir Putin doesn't agree to end the Ukraine war at the U.S.-Russia summit in Alaska later this week.
 
 	Trump, who took over as the board chair of the Kennedy Center early this year, announced the recipients of the 2025 Kennedy Center Honors, including the metal band Kiss, the Broadway star Michael Crawford, the country singer George Strait, the actor Sylvester Stallone, and the singer Gloria Gaynor.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



A 'Hopefully Completely Unrelatable' Story About Marriage

By Olga Khazan

In the late 1960s, Maurice and Maralyn Bailey sold their house in Derby, in Central England, and commissioned a 31-foot-long sailboat, the Auralyn. Seeking an escape from their boring lives and the dreary English weather, they planned to sail around the world. To "preserve their freedom from outside interference," as Maurice put it, they did not bring a radio transmitter aboard. Nine months after departing from the south of England in 1972, they made it through the Panama Canal and into the Pacific when a whale struck their boat, sinking it.
 A new book, A Marriage at Sea, tells the tale of what happened next: The Baileys transferred themselves, 33 tins of food, and some cookies and Coffee-Mate into an inflatable life raft and dinghy, each barely the size of a stretched-out adult. They hoped for a ship to sail by and spot them. For nearly four months, they floated around, filling their time by catching rainwater and turtles--first as pets, then as food. Together, they clung to life as starvation and illness set in. Somehow, they survived. And they stayed married. And they went on another months-long sailing trip together.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Why RFK Jr.'s anti-vaccine campaign is working
 	The virtue of integrity
 	The David Frum Show: Why housing feels hopeless
 	Nothing is scarier than an unmarried woman.




Culture Break


Hulu



Watch. The sitcom King of the Hill returns with a vision of suburban America that's now harder to come by, Adrienne Matei writes.

Read. The Right of the People: Democracy and the Case for a New American Founding, by Osita Nwanevu, argues for making the United States a "true" democracy but fails at the essential strategy of persuasion, George Packer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Awkward Adolescence of a Media Revolution

Truth is still alive on social media--but it's not easy enough to find.

by Jessica Yellin




There's a quiet revolution in how millions of Americans decide what's real. Trust is slipping away from traditional institutions--media, government, and higher education--and shifting to individual voices online, among them social-media creators. The Reuters Institute reports that this year, for the first time, more Americans will get their news from social and video platforms--including Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and X--than from traditional outlets. According to Pew Research, one in five adults now regularly turns to influencers for news.

For anyone who cares about credible information, this is a potentially terrifying prospect. Social media rewards virality, not veracity. Spend five minutes scrolling TikTok or Instagram, and you might encounter influencers "educating" you about a global elite running the world from "hidden continents" behind an "ice wall" in Antarctica, or extolling the virtues of zeolite, "a volcanic binder for mold" that will "vacuum clean all kinds of toxins" to lift brain fog, prevent cancer, and remove microplastics from testicles. (Link to purchase in bio.) It's an environment perfectly engineered to scale both misinformation and slick grifts.

Yet the popular notion that social media is just a dumpster fire of viral lies misses something vital: Millions of people still care about truth. They are seeking facts on social media from credible voices they can trust. They just aren't always sure where to find them or from whom.

I know because I interact with these people every day. I was among the first independent journalists to bring news reporting to Instagram; today, my outlet, News Not Noise, spans Instagram, YouTube, a podcast, Substack, and other platforms. In my years of directly engaging with an on-platform audience, the question I receive more than any other remains, simply: "Is this true?"

I'm here to tell you the truth isn't dead. Thousands of people like me operate online as what I call "evidence-based creators." We're journalists and specialists who use expertise, original reporting, and reliable sources to refute misinformation, add context to breaking news, and answer the endless questions flooding our DMs. The topics we cover range from redistricting to medical misinformation, beauty fads to whether that viral health-food trend might actually kill you.

The work is an uphill battle. My cohort is not John Oliver-level media personalities with PR teams, production crews, and a research staff to fact-check the punch lines. We are independent voices operating without safety nets. I like to think of us as the digital equivalent of artisanal chefs working in a factory for mass-produced junk food. The very things that make us valuable--our obsession with facts, our commitment to nuance, our hours spent answering audience questions in the apps--put us at a profound disadvantage in the attention economy. What does it take to produce a slick video claiming that beef tallow is nature's Viagra? Fifteen minutes with an iPhone and zero regard for reality. While we're still sourcing assertions and trying to make complex ideas both accurate and engaging, the bullshit factory has already pumped out six more viral falsehoods.

Our secret weapon isn't production value or algorithm hacking; it's trust. When I debunk a viral lie, I'm not a faceless institution. I'm the person who's been with my audience while they brush their teeth every morning, the person who's been in their ears during commutes, the person whose face they've studied through hundreds of 90-second windows into complex issues. This isn't an audience of passive consumers. They're hungry for more--more reporting on more topics, more conversations with experts, more explanations that break things down but don't treat an audience like idiots. "Can the Supreme Court disbar an attorney?" "Will the military disobey unconstitutional orders?" "Do I need another measles vaccine as an adult?"

All of this leaves evidence-based creators in a strange limbo. We're clearly valued; Substack, for instance, is proving that audiences are willing to stop scrolling and financially support "verifiers" they trust. But we're still largely disconnected from the resources and collaborative frameworks that could multiply our impact. We're working so hard at the work itself that we have little opportunity to build the scaffolding required to create a durable new model in digital publishing--one that includes tools such as high-powered marketing and growth engines to reach new audiences, editorial oversight to help with difficult judgment calls, and shared research that would prevent each of us from having to build expertise from scratch with every breaking story.

I see this obstacle as an opportunity. History shows us that industries facing technological disruption tend not to simply collapse--they transform. Look at what happened to the music industry when Spotify and its streaming cohort crashed the party. In the old days, musicians lived and died by album sales and radio play, with major labels acting as gatekeepers. Then streaming blew the doors off.

The revolution was messy. Many artists found themselves with more listeners than ever but paychecks that wouldn't cover a month's worth of ramen. What helped the music industry find its footing wasn't nostalgia for CDs or vinyl. It was new infrastructure: playlist curation that helped listeners find their next obsession, analytics tools that told artists who was actually listening, distribution services that got music onto platforms, and business models that went beyond streaming royalties to include direct-to-fan revenue and merchandising.

Artists still face challenges, but now labels are investing heavily in data to understand trends, offering artists different types of deals, and using their marketing muscle to help artists cut through the digital noise. The industry evolved by creating tools that complemented streaming algorithms instead of fighting them, helping artists understand their audiences instead of just praying for a decent playlist placement.

In our current information ecosystem, we're stuck in the awkward adolescence of a media revolution. The need for innovation couldn't be more urgent. Local newspapers are dying like mall food courts--2,500-plus have shut down since 2005. Traditional media outlets are under assault by the Trump administration. And AI is flooding us with convincing fake content, making human truth tellers all the more necessary.

Conversations about the press and the tech revolution often get stuck on the problems with or the inadequacy of any solution. It's time that changed. So I'll take the leap and propose some imperfect innovations. First, audiences could benefit from an independent, off-platform certification system to help them discern which independent voices adhere to journalistic standards. Not to be all "Papers, please" about it, but audiences need signals about who's committed to accuracy versus who's just chasing likes. One solution: a nonprofit voluntary opt-in LEED-type certification that awards something like a blue check mark--but vetted far more rigorously--to creators who use agreed-upon trusted sources, check their facts, and reveal when their content is sponsored. I'm aware that any credentialing system risks backlash from those suspicious of "gatekeeping." But people shouldn't be disparaged for "doing their own research" if they aren't offered the tools to tell reality from fiction.

Second, evidence-based creators need support. Imagine a fractional-ownership model where like-valued creators buy into a shared professional framework. With an economy of scale, we could collectively share in things such as legal protection and sophisticated audience-development tools designed specifically for evidence-based content. We could sign sponsors who understand the unique value of trusted voices. We could offer bundled subscriptions to help audiences find more of us at once. This could create sustainable revenue streams without compromising integrity.

Finally, legacy media, please stop viewing creators as a threat. We don't have to be competitors--we can be the connective tissue between trusted journalism and the platforms where people now consume most of their information. Traditional media outlets can stay relevant in the new digital reality by partnering with us. But first, it'd help if they'd allow for the possibility that what's happening isn't just the death of an old system--it's the messy, complicated birth of a new one. And like a newborn, it needs more than good intentions in order to thrive.
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Yes, Stephen Miller Is Surrounded by Criminals

Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and we've found lots of criminals congregated in one place.

by Alexandra Petri




Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needs to take a stand!

Stephen Miller was correct to point out that D.C. is awash in crime. Everywhere he looks: criminals. He can barely take three steps without running into one. From the moment he arrives at work in the morning until the second he leaves, one crime after another, piling horrendously high. Illegality everywhere, and casual disregard for the well-being of law-abiding Americans!

Some people say that being around crime is just the price of living in a city, and that those intimidated by it just need to toughen up. But it's so brazen!

Get off the Metro at any point in D.C., but especially near the White House, and you might encounter one of these miscreants, flaunting their impunity in broad daylight. Why isn't law enforcement doing its job? Members of the violent January 6 mob, released back on the streets! A man who three whistleblowers alleged had told Department of Justice employees to ignore a court order and say "Fuck you" to a judge, headed to the federal bench! The people who dismantled the Department of Education, which had been established by an act of Congress, just wandering around!

The Supreme Court ultimately decided the dismantling was okay, but the justices weren't guaranteed to feel that way! There is a word for when you do something that seems illegal and just hope that a judge will let you off. But that's the trouble with D.C. These judges are just giving slaps on the wrist for the most egregious offenses. And that invites more crime! Now, wherever Stephen looks, people are taking the Constitution as a mere suggestion. With judges like this, you could order SEAL Team Six to assassinate somebody, and you might get away with it. Who could feel safe in a city where that was true?

Some madman recently filled the streets with weapons of war! Tanks! Actual tanks! Forget brandishing a gun in a public place--he insisted on tanks!

Everywhere, there are people breaking the law, or trying to. Even the man Stephen works for turns out to be a convicted felon, who once said that "when you're a celebrity, they let you do it." He also urged a mob of people to descend on the Capitol "peacefully and patriotically." Technically, not a crime but--an impeachable offense! He accepted a plane from Qatar. He stored classified documents in a bathroom! Never mind what his company was doing in New York State, or what E. Jean Carroll's civil suit found. The things he is trying to do via executive order boggle the mind! And you should see his associates!

The point is, crime is everywhere, if only you know where to look. Including in other neighborhoods of the city, but surely those crimes are best dealt with on a local level, and parachuting in federal law enforcement with an unclear mandate will only make the situation worse.

Instead, the National Guard ought to focus on tackling the major terror on the streets of this city! Why, at any moment you or your neighbor could get yanked into an unmarked van by a masked man, without any regard for habeas corpus. Los Angeles all over again! How can anyone feel safe while this keeps happening? People who are trying to do everything the right way, snatched from hallways after their court hearings. Professors, detained after expressing their views. Americans who just want to work hard and support their families, petrified to go to work every day because of the shameless wrongdoers in D.C. and what they have unleashed. And whoever masterminded the abduction of so many people--seized without due process and whisked away to a foreign gulag--is still at large, and staring back at Stephen every time he looks into a mirror. Not safe, not safe!

Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needed to take a stand!

Oh. Oh, I see. Never mind.
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Will Trump Get His Potemkin Statistics?

In authoritarian regimes, good numbers are always right.

by Brian Klaas




In 2013, ahead of a scheduled visit from President Vladimir Putin to the small Russian town of Suzdal, local officials worried that he would be disappointed by the dilapidated buildings. In a modern revival of Grigory Potemkin's possibly apocryphal deception of Catherine the Great, they slapped exterior wallpaper onto buildings, hoping to hide the decaying concrete behind illustrations of charming village homes. It was intended as a comforting myth to keep Putin happy. (In the end, Putin never showed up.)

On August 1, President Donald Trump demanded a comforting myth of his own, one that could have far greater consequences for the world economy. He began by firing a skilled economist, Erika McEntarfer, from her job running the Bureau of Labor Statistics, for a cardinal sin that ordinarily exists only in dictatorships: producing "bad numbers." In authoritarian regimes, good numbers are always right, and if anyone says otherwise--if they are foolish enough to produce statistics that suggest the economy is souring or that Dear Leader isn't producing historic growth and blockbuster jobs numbers--then it's curtains on their career (if not their life). As is so often the case with Trump, reality itself seems to be "rigged." Time to fix reality with Potemkin statistics.

This week, Trump named E. J. Antoni, the chief economist at the Heritage Foundation, as McEntarfer's replacement, subject to the charade of Senate Republican rubber-stamping that has become so common in Trump's second term. As with despots throughout the world, Trump selected Antoni on the two criteria that consistently warm a dictator's heart: loyalty and ideology.

Antoni, who contributed to Project 2025, has a resume that's thin on qualifications. Five years ago, according to his LinkedIn profile, he completed his doctorate in economics at Northern Illinois University, after a short stint teaching at Sauk Valley Community College. His only scholarly publication--ever--appears to be his doctoral thesis, which has been cited by other economists a grand total of one time. That sole citation came from a policy briefing written by Antoni's then-colleague at the archconservative Texas Public Policy Foundation.

Tim Naftali: Trump just did what not even Nixon dared to do

Antoni has shown ignorance of basic economic data, including in a recent social-media post supporting Trump's tariffs, in which he appeared to not grasp that a major index of import prices did not include tariffs in its published data. (Several established economists helpfully pointed this out to him.) Menzie Chinn, a renowned economics professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, has chronicled a wide array of Antoni's basic misunderstandings, misrepresentations, and mistakes. In other words, Antoni would probably not get hired as a junior economist at the agency he's now slated to run.

By contrast, McEntarfer received her doctorate from Virginia Tech in 2002, then worked as an economist in a variety of roles at the Census Bureau--under both Republican and Democratic presidents--as well as in top jobs at the Treasury Department and the White House Council of Economic Advisers. Last year, she was confirmed by the Senate to run the Bureau of Labor Statistics on a bipartisan 86-8 vote. Then-Senators J. D. Vance and Marco Rubio both voted to confirm her. During her time in public service--not in academia--she produced at least 44 publications, which have been cited by other scholars 1,327 times.

But what Antoni lacks in credentials and expertise he makes up for in his MAGA worldview. On X, he follows a who's who of Trump acolytes, including Carpe Donktum, a prolific meme creator who once shared an AI-generated video depicting Trump killing journalists and critics, and Jack Posobiec and Mike Cernovich, who both promoted the debunked Pizzagate conspiracy theory. International investors can see this, too--and they understand that nonpartisan government officials devoted to statistical accuracy do not behave like this.

Even conservative economists can see what's going on. Stan Veuger, a senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, has noted that economists had hoped that Trump would appoint a competent, fair expert who could ensure confidence in the government's data. "EJ Antoni is really the opposite of that," Veuger lamented. "Even the people who may be somewhat sympathetic to his economic policy views don't think he's qualified."

Yet again, the United States is lurching toward dynamics previously seen only in authoritarian regimes and dictatorships. Autocrats and wannabe despots consistently cook the books, manipulating statistics to make their nation's economy appear better than it is. This comes at a cost: Once the statistical facade peels away, providing a glimpse of the crumbling structure below, investors stop believing the data. Eventually they flee, taking their money with them.

The economist Luis Martinez has used satellite images to test whether dictators were overstating their country's growth rate. (Because real, sustained GDP growth inevitably produces increased light pollution in developing countries as cities expand and economic activity increases, nighttime images from space have proved to be a good proxy for economic growth.) Martinez's data showed that the answer was yes--and by a lot. The leaders he studied were overstating GDP numbers by up to 35 percent. And they weren't just fudging the numbers; they were almost certainly making them up.

Similarly, after Rwanda--which has long promoted itself as an African success story under the economic management of its dictator, Paul Kagame--boasted that it had reduced poverty by 6 percent over a five-year period, independent researchers concluded that poverty had actually increased by 5 to 7 percent. Other studies have confirmed that authoritarians frequently manipulate statistics strategically, ensuring that bad news never coincides with election cycles.

Roge Karma: The mystery of the strong economy has finally been solved

A dictator's ability to snap their fingers and transform economic malaise into a perceived miracle is an exercise of unconstrained personal power. But it is also a sign of weakness--one that inflicts significant damage to a country's economy. That's because economic investments involve putting capital at calculated risk, and those risks become unattractive when the underlying calculations are not based on trustworthy information. By contrast, leaders in functioning democracies tie themselves to the economic masts of independent institutions that are designed to speak truth to power--and investors trust them accordingly with their money.

Effective decision making is impossible without reliable, accurate information. And many crucial decisions in economic governance and investment rely on the BLS jobs numbers. The monthly reports sway Federal Reserve decisions, affect pension-payout calculations, and are factored into virtually every determination involving major global investment. Economists have expressed their worries that if the jobs data are even perceived as being subject to political pressure, international lending to the United States will decline. When Fox News highlighted this week that Antoni had previously expressed his desire to get rid of the monthly jobs reports, the value of the dollar fell shortly thereafter.

Antoni might not be able to manipulate the statistics themselves. Many economists are involved in compiling the data, and cooking the books without drawing notice would be difficult. But in the current American information environment, Antoni could do enormous damage simply by giving misleading political ammunition to the MAGA movement, dressed up in the official guise of a previously nonpartisan office. Antoni presumably has few qualms about the political pressure he's inevitably going to face from Trump; after all, he has accepted a nomination for a job that now clearly comes with a risk of being fired if the official statistics aren't to the president's liking. And that means the clock is ticking for Antoni even if he is confirmed, because Potemkin villages all eventually crumble.
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Why RFK Jr.'s Anti-Vaccine Campaign Is Working

The Trump administration's COVID-revenge campaign has laid the groundwork for Kennedy's larger agenda.

by Katherine J. Wu




Four and a half years ago, fresh off the success of Operation Warp Speed, mRNA vaccines were widely considered--as President Donald Trump said in December 2020--a "medical miracle." Last week, the United States government decidedly reversed that stance when Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. canceled nearly half a billion dollars' worth of grants and contracts for mRNA-vaccine research.



With Kennedy leading HHS, this about-face is easy to parse as yet another anti-vaccine move. But the assault on mRNA is also proof of another kind of animus: the COVID-revenge campaign that top officials in this administration have been pursuing for months, attacking the policies, technologies, and people that defined the U.S.'s pandemic response. As the immediacy of the COVID crisis receded, public anger about the American response to it took deeper root--perhaps most prominently among some critics who are now Trump appointees. That acrimony has become an essential tool in Kennedy's efforts to undermine vaccines. "It is leverage," Dorit Reiss, a vaccine-law expert at UC Law San Francisco, told me. "It is a way to justify doing things that he wouldn't be able to get away with otherwise."



COVID revenge has defined the second Trump administration's health policy from the beginning. Kennedy and his allies have ousted prominent HHS officials who played key roles in the development of COVID policy, as well as scientists at the National Institutes of Health, including close colleagues of Anthony Fauci, the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (and, according to Trump, an idiot and a "disaster"). In June, Kennedy dismissed every member of the CDC Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), which has helped shape COVID-vaccine recommendations, and handpicked replacements for them. HHS and ACIP are now stacked with COVID contrarians who have repeatedly criticized COVID policies and minimized the benefits of vaccines. Under pressure from Trump officials, the NIH has terminated funding for hundreds of COVID-related grants. The president and his appointees have espoused the highly disputed notion that COVID began as a leak from "an unsafe lab in Wuhan, China"--and cited the NIH's funding of related research as a reason to restrict federal agencies' independent grant-awarding powers.



This administration is rapidly rewriting the narrative of COVID vaccines as well. In an early executive order, Trump called for an end to COVID-19-vaccine mandates in schools, even though few remained; earlier this month, HHS rolled back a Biden-era policy that financially rewarded hospitals for reporting staff-vaccination rates, describing the policy as "coercive." The FDA has made it harder for manufacturers to bring new COVID shots to market, narrowed who can get the Novavax shot, and approved the Moderna COVID-19 vaccines for only a limited group of children, over the objections of agency experts. For its part, the CDC softened its COVID-shot guidance for pregnant people and children, after Kennedy--who has described the shots as "the deadliest vaccine ever made"--tried to unilaterally remove it. Experts told me they fear that what access remains to the shots for children and adults could still be abolished; so could COVID-vaccine manufacturers' current protection from liability. (Andrew Nixon, an HHS spokesperson, said in an email that the department would not comment on potential regulatory changes.)



The latest assault against mRNA vaccines, experts told me, is difficult to disentangle from the administration's pushback on COVID shots--which, because of the pandemic, the public now views as synonymous with the technology, Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the Pandemic Center at Brown University School of Public Health, told me. Kennedy and his team justified the mRNA cuts by citing controversial research compiled by COVID critics, and suggesting--in contrast to a wealth of evidence--that the vaccines' risks outweigh their benefits, and that they "fail to protect effectively against upper respiratory infections like COVID and flu." And he insisted, without proof, that mRNA vaccines prolong pandemics. Meanwhile, NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya argued that the cancellations were driven by a lack of public trust in the technology itself. In May, the Trump administration also pulled more than $700 million in funds from Moderna that had initially been awarded to develop mRNA-based flu vaccines. The mRNA funding terminated so far came from HHS's Biomedical Advanced Research and Development Authority; multiple NIH officials told me that they anticipate that similar grant cuts will follow at their agency. (In an email, Kush Desai, a spokesperson for the White House, defended the administration's decision as a way to prioritize funding with "the most untapped potential"; Nixon echoed that sentiment, casting the decision as "a necessary pivot in how we steward public health innovations in vaccines.")



COVID is a politically convenient entryway to broader anti-vaccine sentiment. COVID shots are among the U.S.'s most politicized vaccines, and many Republicans have, since the outbreak's early days, been skeptical of COVID-mitigation policies. Although most Americans remain supportive of vaccines on the whole, most Republicans--and many Democrats--say they're no longer keen on getting more COVID shots. "People trust the COVID vaccines less," Nuzzo told me, which makes it easy for the administration's vaccine opponents to use attacks on those vaccines as purchase for broader assaults.



For all their COVID-centric hype, mRNA vaccines have long been under development for many unrelated diseases. And experts now worry that the blockades currently in place for certain types of mRNA vaccines could soon extend to other, similar technologies, including mRNA-based therapies in development for cancer and genetic disease, which might not make it through the approval process at Kennedy's FDA. (Nixon said HHS would continue to invest in mRNA research for cancer and other complex diseases.) Casting doubt on COVID shots makes other vaccines that have been vetted in the same way--and found to be safe and effective, based on high-quality data--look dubious. "Once you establish that it's okay to override something for COVID," Reiss told me, "it's much easier to say, 'Well, now we're going to unrecommend MMR.'" (Kennedy's ACIP plans to review the entire childhood-immunization schedule and assess its cumulative effects.)



Plenty of other avenues remain for Kennedy to play on COVID discontent--fear of the shots' side effects, distaste for mandates, declining trust in public health and medical experts--to pull back the government's support for vaccination. He has announced, for instance, his intention to reform the Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, which helps protect manufacturers from lawsuits over illegitimate claims about a vaccine's health effects, and his plans to find "ways to enlarge that program so that COVID-vaccine-injured people can be compensated." Some of the experts I spoke with fear that the FDA's Vaccines and Related Biological Products Advisory Committee--the agency's rough equivalent of ACIP--could be remade in Kennedy's vision. The administration has also been very willing to rescind federal funding from universities in order to forward its own ideas: Kennedy could, perhaps, threaten to withhold money from universities that require any vaccines for students.



Kennedy has also insisted that "we need to stop trusting the experts"--that Americans, for instance, shouldn't have been discouraged from doing their own research during the pandemic. He could use COVID as an excuse to make that maxim Americans' reality: Many public-health and infectious-disease-focused professional societies rely on at least some degree of federal funding, Nirav D. Shah, a former principal deputy director of the CDC, told me. Stripping those resources would be "a way to cut their legs off"--or, at the very least, would further delegitimize those expert bodies in the public eye. Kennedy has already barred representatives from professional societies, including the American Academy of Pediatrics and the Infectious Diseases Society of America, from participating in ACIP subcommittees after those two societies and others collectively sued HHS over its shifts in COVID policy. The public fight between medicine and government is now accelerating the nation onto a path where advice diverges over not just COVID shots but vaccines generally. (When asked about how COVID resentment was guiding the administration's decisions, Desai said that the media had politicized science to push for pandemic-era mandates and that The Atlantic "continues to fundamentally misunderstand how the Trump administration is reversing this COVID era politicization of HHS.")



The coronavirus pandemic began during the first Trump presidency; now its legacy is being exploited by a second one. Had the pandemic never happened, Kennedy would likely still be attacking vaccines, maybe even from the same position of power he currently commands. But without the lightning rod of COVID, Kennedy's attacks would be less effective. Already, one clear consequence of the Trump administration's anti-COVID campaign is that it will leave the nation less knowledgeable about and less prepared against all infectious diseases, Gregory Poland, a vaccinologist and the president of Atria Research Institute, told me. That might be the Trump administration's ultimate act of revenge. No matter who is in charge when the U.S. meets its next crisis, those leaders may be forced into a corner carved out by Trump and Kennedy--one from which the country must fight disease without adequate vaccination, research, or public-health expertise. This current administration will have left the nation with few other options.
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Trump Has a New Definition of Human Rights

State Department reports portray Germany as more oppressive than El Salvador.

by Anne Applebaum




For nearly half a century, the State Department has reported annually on human-rights conditions in countries around the world. The purpose of this exercise is not to cast aspersions, but to collect and disseminate reliable information. Congress mandated the reports back in 1977, and since then, legislators and diplomats have used them to shape decisions about sanctions, foreign aid, immigration, and political asylum.

Because the reports were perceived as relatively impartial, because they tried to reflect well-articulated standards--"internationally recognized individual, civil, political, and worker rights, as set forth in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights"--and because they were composed by professionals reporting from the ground, the annual documents became a gold standard, widely used by people around the world, cited in court cases and political campaigns. Year in and year out, one former official told me, they have been the most downloaded items on the State Department website.

Quite a few people will also read the 2024 reports, published yesterday. But they will do so for very different reasons. The original drafts were ready in January, before the Biden administration left office, following the usual practice. In past years, the reports were published in March or April. But this year they were delayed for several months while President Donald Trump's political appointees, including Michael Anton, the MAGA intellectual who is now the State Department's director of policy planning, rewrote the drafts.

Some of the changes affect the whole collection of documents, as entire categories of interest were removed. The Obama administration had previously put a strong focus on corruption, on the grounds that kleptocracy and autocracy are deeply linked, and it started collecting information on the persecution of sexual minorities. Over the past few weeks, as the new reports were being prepared, I spoke with former officials who had seen early versions, or who had worked on the reports in the past. As many of them expected, the latest reports do not address systemic discrimination against gay or trans people, and they remove observations about rape and violence against women.

But the revisions also go much further than expected, dropping references to corruption, restrictions on free and fair elections, rights to a fair trial, and the harassment of human-rights organizations. Threats to freedom of assembly are no longer considered sufficiently important to mention. In a number of instances, criticism of Israel is classified, crudely, as "antisemitism." Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva's use of the word genocide to describe the war in Gaza, for example, is listed as an act of "antisemitism and antisemitic incitement," even though that term, however disputable or controversial, has also been used by Israelis and in any case violates no international human-rights norms at all.

Jonathan Chait: The pro-Israel right is shifting the definition of anti-Semitism

Along with the category changes, entries for 20 countries were also flagged for special consideration. These were sent for review to Samuel Samson, a political appointee in the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. Dozens of professionals have been fired or removed from that office, widely known as DRL; Samson--who is, according to NPR, a recent college graduate and an alumnus of a program designed to put conservative activists into government jobs--remains. The end result of his and others' efforts are reports that contain harsh and surprising assessments of democratic U.S. allies, including the U.K., Romania, Germany, and Brazil, and softer depictions of some dictatorships and other countries favored by Trump or his entourage. El Salvador and Israel, I was told, required so much rewriting that these two entries help explain the long delay in the reports' publication.

Reading the results, you can see why. The new Israel report is simply far shorter than the original draft, with no significant discussion of the humanitarian crisis or high death toll in Gaza. El Salvador is a blatant whitewash. "There were no credible reports of significant human rights abuses," the latest report claims. By contrast, the previous report spoke of "significant human rights issues" and specifically mentioned harsh, even lethal prison conditions. An Amnesty International report also covering 2024 speaks of "arbitrary detentions and human rights violations" in El Salvador, as well as "serious failings in the judicial system." In overcrowded prisons, "detention conditions were inhumane, with reports of torture and other ill-treatment." Here, the State Department's motivation is not hard to guess. Because the Trump administration is sending prisoners to El Salvador, the department massaged the report to avoid the glaring truth: The U.S. is endangering people by sending them to Salvadoran prisons.

The report on Germany, a highly functional democracy, is equally strange. The State report speaks of "significant human rights issues," including "restrictions on freedom of expression." One specific example: German law "required internet companies, including U.S. internet platforms, to take down hate speech within 24 hours or face stiff fines." Germans, in other words, are being called human-rights abusers because they continue to outlaw Nazi propaganda, as they have done since 1945. The Trump administration's motives are clear here too. The goal is to please U.S. tech companies, notably X, that find it convenient or profitable to spread Nazi propaganda, and perhaps to help the Alternative for Germany, the far-right party publicly praised and courted by J. D. Vance.

But the details of the reports are less important than the overall impact. Several former officials pointed out that the U.S. has not only abandoned internationally accepted definitions of what is meant by rights, but also  any objectivity or consistency. Original reporting from embassies has been removed, replaced with language clearly--and in a few cases ludicrously--manipulated by political appointees. This is very bad for human-rights defenders in places like Cuba or China, where activists in the past used U.S. language and reporting to make arguments to their own governments or to international institutions.

From the May 2025 issue: America's future is Hungary

None of them can now claim that the State Department Human Rights Report has any factual standing, or indeed that any U.S.-government document on human rights is an objective measure of anything. "This essentially says the United States is no longer your ally, that the United States doesn't see clearly beyond the rhetoric of your regime," one former official who still has relationships with DRL told me. "And I think that's really, really tragic."

In truth, some of the changes seem designed not so much to shape U.S. foreign policy as to shape U.S. domestic policy. Christopher Le Mon, a former DRL official, told me he thinks that "the domestic political agenda is really the organizing principle here." He might be right. The administration is saying, after all, that it no longer finds electoral cheating or manipulation to be a problem; it doesn't think the harassment of civic groups is a bad thing; it doesn't object to discrimination against women or sexual minorities; and it will never demand transparency or accountability from the providers of internet algorithms, no matter what they choose to amplify or promote. The reports' authors, who include some of the most ideological people in the administration, are also telling Americans what they think of the standards that both Republicans and Democrats have held up for years. Now, says Le Mon, "they're making it that much easier to just erase human rights from what has been a long-standing, relatively bipartisan history in U.S. foreign policy."

Ironically, this shift in American language puts the U.S. directly in alliance with China, whose diplomats have been campaigning for years to change the diplomatic discourse about human rights. Christopher Walker, the author of an influential paper on Chinese influence campaigns, which he calls "sharp power," told me that the Chinese Communist Party has been seeking to "neuter or muddy the waters" around international discussions of fundamental human rights. "From Beijing's point of view, the more such language is emasculated, the greater the CCP's competitive advantage," he said. Russians, North Koreans, Iranians, Cubans, and others will also find this shift an immense relief.

We knew this was coming. In a speech in Riyadh earlier this year, Trump flagged America's new indifference to human rights, promising the Saudis and other Middle Eastern monarchs that America would stop "giving you lectures on how to live and how to govern your own affairs." That made it sound like the administration would be somehow neutral. But as Walker pointed out, in a world of intense ideological competition, there is no such thing as neutrality. Debates about the definition of human rights will continue. The U.S. will simply play a different role in them. Tom Malinowski, a former congressman who once ran the DRL bureau, puts it best. The reports, he told me, show that the "U.S. still has a values-based foreign policy, but with twisted values." Americans are giving plenty of lectures to other people on how to live, but to different people and with a different result.
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Is This the Hardest Physical Contest in the World?

The Best Ranger Competition belies the idea that the Army is weak or "woke."

by Kevin Maurer




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

The United States Army, in business now for more than 250 years, comprises more than 450,000 soldiers. Of those, about a third are in combat arms, serving in armor, artillery, engineering, cyber, and aviation units. Some 56,000 are in the infantry, the "Queen of Battle," serving in units such as the 82nd Airborne Division and the 4th Infantry Division. These are the soldiers who go to battle on foot (or, in the case of Airborne units, by parachute--at least on occasion). Among them are some of the most physically fit humans on the planet--the soldiering equivalent of Olympic decathletes.

These are the sort who choose to attend Ranger School, the grueling 61-day Army course at Fort Benning, in Georgia, that is meant to push the body, and the spirit, substantially past the breaking point. Only about half of those who start Ranger School eventually finish, some after trying repeatedly. The most elite of those who graduate, the 1 percent of the 1 percent, show up each April to compete in what's known colloquially as the Ranger Olympics.

This event is not well known. It is not televised. Not one participant is sponsored by Nike. But the Best Ranger Competition may be the hardest physical competition in the world. Fifty-two teams of two soldiers each start the Ranger Olympics. Over the course of three days, the field is narrowed as soldiers march and run dozens of miles, crawl through obstacle courses, and navigate swamps at night. They carry 50 pounds in their rucksacks, climb 60-foot ropes, and sleep, at most, for four hours at a time. All told, the average competitor burns more than 30,000 calories.

These soldiers are, pound for pound, the fittest, most trained, and most disciplined the world has ever known. They are also, nevertheless, part of what President Donald Trump has called our "woke military that can't fight or win." Trump has vowed to remake the armed forces, eliminating diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts and excoriating generals (many of whom served in combat) as losers. His secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, has moved to push trans service members out of the military ("No more dudes in dresses," he said in a speech this spring) and has suggested that women should not serve in combat.

For three days in Georgia this spring, those culture wars felt very far away, in part because what I saw at Best Ranger belies the idea that the Army is weak or "woke"; in part because among the 104 soldiers on the starting line at Fort Benning was a 25-year-old first lieutenant named Gabrielle White, a West Point graduate who was the first woman to compete for the Best Ranger title; and in part because, to her opponents on the course, the fact that she was a woman did not seem to matter. The only thing that mattered to the Rangers I met was that she had qualified for the competition.


First Lieutenants Kevin Moore and Griffin Hokanson, both members of the 75th Ranger Regiment, were favored to win this year's competition. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



I've covered the military for more than 20 years and have seen soldiers in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. Through my travels, I've come to realize that the political class and civilians in general have little idea who soldiers are or why they serve. In the past, military service was almost an unwritten requirement of the Oval Office, but the only president to have served in the past three decades was George W. Bush (who did not see combat). And although the U.S. has one of the largest active militaries in the world, less than 1 percent of its population serves in the armed forces, which means that most civilians have little contact with the military.

During the 20 years of war that began in 2001, the military faced numerous crises of public perception. In fairness, the mission the armed forces were given during the War on Terror was near impossible, with an ever-evolving definition of victory in both Afghanistan and Iraq and competing agendas from administrations of both parties, not to mention a public more comfortable with thanking soldiers for their service than sharing the burden.

These days, debates over trans and women soldiers and other "wokeness" wars dominate the discourse around the military, all of which hides the fact that, in my experience, most people volunteer to serve because they want to be part of something bigger than themselves. Once among the ranks, most consider a soldier's politics or gender identity less important than their ability to do the job.

Read: The backdoor way that Pete Hegseth could keep women out of combat

The military must now reinvent itself for a modern battlefield where it could face combat against Russia, China, or North Korea--or perhaps more than one at once. In this context, understanding the current force is crucially important. The Best Ranger Competition offers a glimpse of some of the most elite soldiers at work.

A month before the competition, I met the three qualifying teams from the 75th Ranger Regiment, a special-operations unit whose members had won the competition four years in a row. They were training on an indoor turf field with squat racks along one side and cardio machines along the other.

When I arrived, the soldiers were finishing a workout--doing planks with a 45-pound plate on their back and carrying 120 pounds 10 yards after a circuit of squats and bench presses. Speakers blared AC/DC and Johnny Cash. Nick O'Brien, who trains the regiment's 3,000 Rangers, looked on with his team of nine coaches, trainers, and dietitians.

For months, these six men had paused their day jobs with the regiment to prepare under O'Brien, practicing tasks such as assembling just about every handheld weapon in the American arsenal, marching and running for miles, and navigating the woods at night with just a compass and a map, eating only MREs ("meals ready to eat"), rations supplied by the Army that, over time, do demoralizing things to the standard human digestive tract.

First Lieutenants Kevin Moore and Griffin Hokanson, who composed Team 44, were favored to win this year. It was the first time that either man had represented the 75th and the first time they had been paired, but they had competed for other units in the past. Both look, a bit disconcertingly, like action figures. Hokanson, who's originally from Oregon, is a faster runner and more agile on the obstacles; Moore, from New York, is stronger. Both graduated from West Point in 2021. First Lieutenant Gabrielle White was also in their class, and the three started Ranger School together the following year. Moore had noticed that the leaders he respected all had Ranger scrolls on their sleeves. Hokanson had a battalion commander who was a Ranger, and saw that Ranger School was where lieutenants who wanted more of a challenge than what they found in the conventional army went.

Neither Moore nor Hokanson has faced combat, but they understand, as all Rangers do, that the battlefield in the age of drone warfare can easily become what a former senior Ukrainian commander called a "zone of continuous death." Networks of tunnels mean threats can come from any direction--above or below. The infantry must prepare for action at night, or underground, to avoid detection.

Still, no other part of warfare is as unchanging as the soldier on the ground, holding the line, defending it, or taking it. The Ranger motto--said to have originated on D-Day, as German mortars and artillery fell down on Omaha Beach--is "Rangers lead the way." Ranger battalions were deactivated at the end of World War II but called back into action again in Korea, where they executed raids, set ambushes, and led the counterattack during the winter of 1950 to regain land lost to the Communist offensive. The first Ranger School class was conducted around this time at Fort Benning, focused on individual combat skills and decision making under pressure, reflecting lessons learned in both World War II and the Korean War.

Later, as the armed services were becoming an all-volunteer force in the final years of the Vietnam War, generals saw the need for a specialized infantry unit capable of rapid deployment to troublespots around the world. The 1st Ranger Battalion was activated as a permanent unit in 1974. The idea was to build a unit that would act as a benchmark of excellence for the volunteer force. "The battalion is to be an elite, light, and the most proficient infantry battalion in the world. A battalion that can do things with its hands and weapons better than anyone," General Creighton W. Abrams Jr. wrote in what would become the unit's charter. "Wherever the battalion goes, it must be apparent that it is the best."

In recent decades, Rangers deployed during conflicts including 1991's Gulf War and the War on Terror. Rangers were among the special-operations forces who took part in the Battle of Mogadishu in Somalia in 1993, in which two Black Hawk helicopters were shot down and 18 American soldiers, including members of the 75th, were killed. In 2019, Rangers and Delta Force operators killed the Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. "I often think how many soldiers are alive today because they were led by a Ranger," retired Command Sergeant Major Rick Merritt, who served 25 years in the 75th Ranger Regiment, including combat deployments to Panama, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Iraq, told me. Ranger School, Merritt said, is "the ultimate life-insurance policy for going to combat."


Soldiers wait to begin the Best Ranger Competition at Fort Benning on April 11. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)





This year's competition started before dawn at Camp Rogers, a training area at Fort Benning, in the pine forest of western Georgia. A crowd of spectators had gathered, a mix of family members, unit mates, and former Rangers. Midway through the first seven-mile run, the competitors picked up a 60-pound sandbag that they would carry for the rest of the race.

The 75th Ranger Regiment teams were among the first to return to Camp Rogers, barely pausing after dropping the sandbags before heading to Victory Pond. There, they dove into the frigid water and made their way toward the boat ramp on the opposite shore, about 400 meters away. Some dog-paddled, held up by their life jacket. Others paddled on their back, hoping to conserve energy. One by one, the Rangers shuffled out of the water, soaked and shivering in the cool morning air.

"This sucks," one of the paratroopers of Team 34 said as they scrambled up the concrete boat ramp and a subsequent hill.

Without stopping, his partner answered with the universal infantry rejoinder, "Embrace the suck."

That meant a day of marching with 50-pound rucksacks as the teams navigated from task to task, earning points for each. In the past, the competition had been linear: Each team followed the same sequence of events. This year's wrinkle--called "Ranger Reckoning"--left it to the soldiers to complete the remaining objectives in any order.

Each task presented a different problem. One was an urban-assault course where teams attacked a two-story building; after throwing a grenade into a makeshift bunker, they would rush forward to a yellow line and perform 20 burpees (an exercise in which a single rep includes a push-up followed by a squat jump). The exercise raised their heart rate, mimicking the stress of combat. Once the burpees were done, the team shot red balloons attached to two targets before moving inside a cinder-block house, where they then faced other targets meant to represent both enemy fighters (to shoot) and civilians (to avoid shooting).

In past years, completing events faster meant more time to rest between events. But this new format turned the first day into an endurance competition, O'Brien told me. In all, the teams marched about 35 miles to complete the course. Every task was graded by instructors from the Airborne and Ranger Training Brigade, which runs Ranger School.

Retired Lieutenant Colonel Blain Reeves, a two-time competitor who won the Best Ranger competition in 1993 and served with the 101st Airborne Division in Iraq, told me that the first day was a "smoker." (Ranger School is meant to "smoke"--exhaust--its students each day.)

Team 38--White and her partner, Captain Seth Deltenre--had a 20-person cheering section that followed them from station to station. White did not agree to an interview; it seemed that she wanted her achievement to speak for itself. Among her supporters was Kris Fuhr, a 1985 West Point graduate who recalled coming of age in a very different military. West Point "made it very clear that they did not want us there," she told me. "We didn't have the protections of equal opportunity" or resources around sexual harassment and assault. "We had no advocates."

Fuhr has tried to take on that role for younger women in the military, and has run a mentorship program for women attending Ranger School since they were first allowed to do so, in 2015. Later that same year, then-Defense Secretary Ashton Carter announced that all military positions would be open to women. (Although women had served near the front lines for years, this decision removed the remaining formal barriers to direct-combat roles.) The Army reports that 367 women have attempted Ranger School since 2015; 160 have earned the Ranger tab. In recent years, upwards of 1,000 men have earned a Ranger tab each year.

Read: What does it take to become a U.S. Army Ranger?

In my months of contact with the Army's event organizers leading up to the Best Ranger Competition, no one mentioned Team 38 or Gabrielle White. In different times, the Army might have celebrated White's history-making presence. But under Trump and Hegseth, mentions of historic achievements by women and minorities have been removed from military websites. As of this writing, trans service members have been banned from the military, and the Pentagon has taken the name of the slain gay leader Harvey Milk, a Navy veteran, off of a supply ship.

In his 2024 book, The War on Warriors: Behind the Betrayal of the Men Who Keep Us Free, Hegseth wrote that "women cannot physically meet the same standards as men," arguing that they will mother soldiers in their units. "Dads push us to take risks," he wrote, but "moms put the training wheels on our bikes. We need moms. But not in the military, especially in combat units." On a video podcast last year, Hegseth said: "I'm straight up just saying we should not have women in combat roles. It hasn't made us more effective; hasn't made us more lethal; has made fighting more complicated." (He has since walked back some of his earlier remarks. On the Megyn Kelly Show in early December, he said, "If we have the right standard and women meet that standard, roger. Let's go.")

During his confirmation process, Hegseth echoed President Trump's desire for a Pentagon focused on "lethality, meritocracy, warfighting, accountability, and readiness." It is worth noting that Gabrielle White was given no accommodations or special treatment, and at no point did the Ranger instructors adjust her score because she was a woman.


First Lieutenant Gabrielle White (right) was the first woman to compete for the Best Ranger title. She and her teammate, Captain Seth Deltenre, stayed upbeat throughout a difficult second day. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Waiting to start the Malvesti Obstacle Course, Moore and Hokanson bounced from foot to foot and shook out their arms and legs. Both knew they had no more than four minutes of suffering before a break. When they got the order to go, Moore and Hokanson easily knocked out the six chin-ups and shimmied up the 30-foot rope. Jumping down a log ladder with nearly six feet between each rung barely slowed them down. Finishing the monkey bars over water put them on the edge of the notorious "worm pit," a shallow, muddy trench covered with barbed wire that would-be Rangers must crawl through--sometimes submerged--on their belly.

Hokanson went first. Moore was next, slipping past the last rusty strand of wire and meeting Hokanson on the chin-up bar. Six more chin-ups and a run to the finish line later, they'd completed the obstacle course in three minutes and 35 seconds--a respectable time for rested soldiers, and an astonishing one for people who'd been going for almost 13 hours. They hadn't caught their breath before it was time for a pop quiz, which instructors give after some events to test competitors' cognitive powers. In which three conflicts did Army Colonel Richard Malvesti--the Ranger for whom the course is named--serve? (The answer, which Hokanson and Moore got right, was Vietnam, Grenada, and Operation Just Cause in Panama.)


A soldier shooting at moving targets (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Before a night ruck march, the field would be narrowed to 32 pairs. In the holding area, Moore pulled off his boots and propped his swollen feet, chewed up with blisters from his wet socks, on his rucksack. He was exhausted, but he and Hokanson were in first place and Moore knew all eyes were on them.

"I'm going to act like this is the first thing I'm doing and I'm fresh," Moore said. "Everyone's going to look at me and realize that we are here to do business." Competitors had deliberately not been told how long the ruck march would be, but at least they were hydrated and had gotten something to eat.

When it was time, Moore laced up his boots once more. "You look strong," Hokanson told his partner. "I don't know if you're faking it or if you're being serious, but you look strong."

Moore admitted afterward that he'd been faking it a little. Nevertheless, Team 44 took the lead and tore through the first four miles. Hokanson and Moore soon dumped their rucksacks to face the next test: They were each to carry two 45-pound water jugs for an unknown distance using only grip strength--no carrying the jugs on their shoulders, no wrist wraps, no resting the jugs on their feet, no setting them on the ground. As soon as one jug was set down, both men would have to stop and return to the starting line. The test, as the Ranger livestream commentator said, had a steep price for failure.

Team 44 came in second, but had the most total points for the competition. Team 38--White and Deltenre--sat near the bottom of the table.


Moore and Hokanson at a station in Doughboy Stadium on the second day of the competition (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Before the second day's events kicked off, the Rangers lay on the grass outside Doughboy Stadium, their boots and socks off. When they walked, they tended to do so with a grimace or a limp.

Inside the stadium were six stations, including one where the soldiers had to breach doors with a torch, a saw, and fire-rescue tools. At the first station, teams would toss a 100-pound medicine ball over one shoulder between burpees--30 in all--before hauling a 290-pound yoke 50 meters. Then they'd each climb a 15-foot rope 10 times. Later they'd sprint to a dummy, bandage its fake wounds, and haul it roughly 50 yards on a stretcher sled back to the starting line. At the last station, they would throw axes before they retreated to a neighboring baseball field to throw practice grenades.

For Team 44, this was light work. Moore, in particular, seemed to have a well of energy, and the men left the stadium area before lunch, giving them time to rest.

More was at stake for White and Deltenre as they entered the stadium to cheers from their supporters; only 16 teams would advance to the third and final day, and Team 38 would need good scores to make it. After each burpee and medicine-ball throw, White and Deltenre encouraged each other to press on. They skipped the rope climb, incurring a penalty but saving energy for other events, and went on to win the axe throwing, which moved them up to 17th place.

By the end of the afternoon, they were the only team that still seemed upbeat. They waited for the order to head toward the field where a Black Hawk helicopter would take them to Camp Darby for a mystery event before the night land-navigation test--historically the most difficult part of the competition. Once they got the order, White and Deltenre trotted to the helicopter.

For the night event, each team would have five hours to find five points in the tangled swamps near Hollis Branch Creek without using any roads or trails.

Hokanson took the lead on navigating for Team 44. Moore followed his partner's chem light as they bushwhacked through the swamp, in mud up to their knees, to the first point. But when they got across the swamp, Hokanson didn't see what he'd expected. Checking the map again, he realized they were going the wrong way.

"Kevin, I love you, but we're going to have to go through this again," Hokanson said.

"Griff, I'm going to kill you," Moore said. "I'm going to wring your neck."

They had planned to hit one point each hour, but it took them almost two hours in the thorn brushes and mud to find the first one. With their bearings finally set, the men found two more points in under two hours and a fourth before the five-hour cutoff, leaving them with a lead of more than 100 points going into day three. (No team found all five points in the allotted time.)

Team 38, meanwhile, ranked second in the night navigation event, securing themselves a spot for the final day.


White completing the Combat Water Survival Assessment on the third day of the competition (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



At 7:30 the next morning, as the first streaks of light came through the pine trees, the 16 remaining teams prepared to take on the Darby Queen, one of the toughest obstacle courses in the U.S. Army. The course comprises 24 stations made mostly of wood and rope set over a mile of rolling terrain. Some are as tall as three stories; others require crawling through trenches. Hokanson, who scored the fastest official solo time during the regiment's training period this year, moved effortlessly through them all, encouraging Moore as he went. They finished first, extending their lead.

Next, the teams retreated to a field where they packed their gear and wrapped it with their ponchos to create a raft before boarding a helicopter for a short flight to Victory Pond. Sitting in the door of the helicopter with his legs dangling, Hokanson was shivering uncontrollably. After two full days of competition, he couldn't wait to complete the final tasks.

The helicopter swooped past a rappelling tower and hovered over the middle of the lake. As the crew chief signaled for Team 44 to jump, they pushed their raft into the water before following it out. They swam their rucksacks to shore, then ran to a launch point where inflatable boats waited and paddled against the current, across the lake to the rappelling tower.

One more water event and Team 44 could rest before the final run, whose distance the competitors did not know. The Combat Water Survival Assessment, which also must be completed during the beginning of Ranger School, starts at the bottom of a 35-foot-tall metal ladder. From the top, with no safety harness, Moore calmly walked across a log suspended above the pond. He shimmied across a rope, plunged into the water and swam to a dock, then ran back and tagged Hokanson, who started up the 35-foot ladder to the suspended log. Moore, meanwhile, headed for a 70-foot tower. At the top of the tower's staircase, he slid down on a pulley attached to a suspended cable, and crashed into the pond. All of these tasks were timed. Even though their lead was insurmountable this late in the competition, Hokanson and Moore ran through the course at full speed; they didn't want to leave any doubt. They came in fourth for the event, all but assuring their victory.

Now the only thing left to do was run the final road race. Team 43--another 75th Regiment team, made up of Sergeants Emerson Schroeder and Tyler Steadman--was in third place but wanted to use this last event to push for second. When it was time to run, they kept a near-superhuman pace after having been almost constantly active for three days, and won the 4.1-mile race in about 30 minutes, becoming the first team to raise its rifles at the finish line.

Team 44 came in third in the race, and first in the overall competition. As they approached the finish line, Hokanson was so tired that he couldn't lift his rifle above his head. Tears welled up in his eyes as blood ran from his face onto his bib.

The loudest cheers were for Team 38, which finished the run second to last. Overall, though, White and Deltenre ended the competition 14th out of the 52 teams. After raising their rifles, they hugged and went to get checked by the medics, a standard safety precaution.

Kris Fuhr was at the finish line with the other Team 38 supporters. Watching White raise her rifle at the end of the race felt like validation, she told me, for the work she and her peers had done to make the military a more hospitable place for the women who came after them.

Jackie Munn: I felt more welcome in combat than I did on base

For their part, White's opponents seemed to respect her. "Anyone who makes it to day three and finishes the competition has achieved a standard far beyond anything in the Army," Hokanson said.


Sergeant Emerson Schroeder zip-lining as part of the Combat Water Survival Assessment (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



In his speech at the awards ceremony, General Randy A. George, the Army chief of staff, asked a question that had hung over the whole three days: Why does the Army put so much time and so many resources into the Best Ranger Competition?

"Our Army is the best in the world," George told the audience. "When tested in battle, we prevail time and again. Rangers are the best of our Army."

Later, I asked George whether he thought that this generation of soldiers was less lethal than those that came before.

"I don't buy that," George said, shaking his head.

In fact, he said, if you compare Rangers over the past three decades, today's are at least as capable as their predecessors--maybe even more so. "Everybody's going to have to shoot, move, and communicate on the modern battlefield," George said. "They're going to have to be absolute experts at that. And that's what you get with any Ranger formation."

Toward the end of the awards ceremony, George challenged every Ranger onstage to take what they'd learned and use it to inspire excellence among their peers. "Go back to your units and build Rangers," he said. "Challenge your troops. Test them and push them. Send them to school and set expectations that they come home Ranger-qualified. Hold them accountable to being tough and lethal."

In my conversations with the competitors, I saw this ethic firsthand. The Rangers had trained for months not in the hopes of attaining fame or fortune but for the chance to exceed even their own expectations. Perhaps this is why, after the competition ended, none of the soldiers I spoke with brought up the fact that this year's Best Ranger Competition had made history by being the first to include a woman--not because they did not want to draw attention to White or her performance but because the days-long physical and mental challenge demanded everything they had, leaving them no time to think about anything but putting one foot in front of the other.


Moore and Hokanson placed first in this year's Ranger Olympics. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/archive/2025/08/army-best-ranger-competition/683848/?utm_source=feed
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Why Housing Feels Hopeless

Redfin CEO Glenn Kelman on zoning, generational inequality, and how to fix the U.S. housing market. Plus: What Trump gets dangerously wrong about World War II.
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the upcoming 80th anniversary of the end of World War II and what Donald Trump's recent statements about "Victory Day" reveal about how America is forgetting the meaning of peace, cooperation, and democratic leadership.

Then David is joined by Glenn Kelman, the CEO of Redfin, for a candid look at the broken state of the U.S. housing market. Kelman explains why both buyers and sellers are miserable, how pandemic-era mortgage rates have frozen supply, and why the next generation is increasingly stuck, unable to buy, and often unable to move. They discuss zoning reform, immigration, housing deterioration, and why, despite the bleak outlook, Kelman still believes there's hope for long-term correction--if America can relearn how to build.

The following is a transcript of the episode:
 
 David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest today will be Glenn Kelman, CEO of Redfin, an online real-estate-brokerage service, and our topic will be the state of the U.S. housing market. Before my dialogue with Glenn, I want to offer some thoughts on quite a different subject: the impending 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World War.

On August 15th, 1945, the imperial Japanese government communicated its surrender to the United States and the allies in the Pacific War. That ceremony was formalized with a ceremony in Tokyo Bay on September 2nd, bringing the war to its legal conclusion.

The United States and every belligerent in the war have observed many commemorations of this immense event. As the commemorations have extended in time away from the events that they commemorate, a kind of vainglorious note has tended to enter into these commemorations, never more so than in the message President Trump issued on the 80th anniversary of the end of the war in Europe. I quote from his Truth Social account:

"Many of our allies and friends are celebrating May 8th as Victory Day, but we did more than any other Country, by far, in producing a victorious result on World War II. I am hereby renaming May 8th as Victory Day for World War II and November 11th as Victory Day for World War I. We won both Wars, nobody was close to us in terms of strength, bravery, or military brilliance, but we never celebrate anything -- That's because we don't have leaders anymore, that know how to do so! We are going to start celebrating our victories again!"

Now, it's kind of news that the United States never celebrated V-E Day or V-J Day before Donald Trump came along. Of course it did. But it is true that in the past, these celebrations were always muted with a remembrance of the terrible suffering that the wars brought to those who fought them, the terrible damage they did to the world, the terrible unnecessariness of the wars, and the hopes for lasting peace.

But as we get more distant, there has been a tendency--and Donald Trump expresses it more than anyone--to think of World War II as a kind of military Super Bowl in which the United States and a bunch of teams competed. The United States won the trophy. They had the biggest point spread. They had the fanciest jerseys, the prettiest cheerleaders, and so yay, us.

I think as we approach this anniversary, that way of thinking seems even more unhelpful than at any time in the past. The thing I'd like to commemorate on this 80th anniversary is not the war that ended on August 15th, but the peace that began on August 15th. The long peace in Atlantic and Pacific--nervous intended of its start, overshadowed by the threat of nuclear destruction of the Cold War, but building and growing and enhancing the lives of people whose parents and grandparents had been on both sides of the war. Victors and vanquished, Allies and Axis found a way to come together and to build reconciliation, to build a new kind of world.

And American leadership was absolutely crucial to the building of this world--the American leadership in providing aid to the war-ravaged countries of Europe and Asia. The American guarantee of security that was tested in Asia, Korea, and Vietnam, that was tested in Europe and periodic crises over the city of Berlin. That was backed by American strength and power and supported by a growing number of allies, increasingly democratic allies. The triumph of bringing to democracy countries that had been non-democracies during the war, countries like Portugal or South Korea that had been American allies but began not as democracies, but achieved democratic government. All of this, supported and paid for by the mounting prosperity achieved by the free-trade system that was built by American leadership in the world after World War II. And all of these accomplishments are things that have now been put at risk.

As they're put at risk, I think if we remember the end of the war, we need to remember also the beginning of the war. The American role in the years before 1945 was not as magnificent, not as glorious, not as something to be proud of as the American role in the war and afterwards. The war was made inevitable by a lot of bad American decisions in the 1920s and was nearly lost because of even worse American decisions in the 1930s and '40s. Trade protectionism, isolationism, indifference to the fate of struggling democracies: Those are part of the American story too. And while the heroic achievements of the years after the war--the turn to free trade and collective security--those are receding, the mistakes that brought the war into being, those are being repeated. In 2025, America is less the country it was in 1945 and much more the country it was in 1925 and 1935. It is funny that Donald Trump is taking credit for a victory that was only made necessary because people did the things that were recommended by the presidency of Donald Trump.

The greatest accomplishment of the United States in its history was the peace built after 1945. I think that is the thing that together with Japanese, together with Germans, together with all the defeated, together with the British and the French and the Canadians and the Australians and all those who helped to win, we want this war to recede into history. We want only its lessons to remain alive. Its lessons of cooperation, collective security, democracy of trade. If those lessons are at risk, we need to reaffirm them. That's the message for this day, not boasting.

Every time Donald Trump speaks of war, I think of a poem by Rudyard Kipling called "Recessional," and there's a line in that poem that haunts me because it seems to describe so well our present situation. Kipling wrote--he was addressing a prayer to the god of armies. He said: "If, drunk with sight of power, we loose wild tongues that have not Thee in awe." I think the America of Donald Trump is a little drunk with power. And even as that power is waning, it is loosing wilder and wilder tongues than ever. And it's not keeping in awe this divine spirit, the spirit of justice and reconciliation that is the thing that I will be thinking about on August 15th of 2025.

And now my conversation with Glenn Kelman. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Glenn Kelman is the CEO of Redfin, an online home-brokerage service. Prior to joining Redfin, he was a co-founder of Plumtree Software, a publicly traded company that created the enterprise-portal-software market. Glenn was raised in Seattle and graduated from the University of California at Berkeley.

Glenn, thank you so much for joining The David Frum Show today.

Glenn Kelman: So excited to be here. Thanks for having me, David.

Frum: Oh, so, so grateful to you. So let's just start with the open-end question: What is going on in the housing market? We've had a terrible spring. There's more bad economic news this summer. What's the state of the housing market?

Kelman: Home prices are softening. So for the first time in nearly a decade, home prices seem likely to soften in the second half of the year. Interest rates may go down just because the jobs news was weak, and that would be a welcome respite, but inventory has been very low for a long time. Sales volume has been extremely low, probably 30 percent below historic levels on a per-capita basis. We haven't seen this sales volume since 1997, when the United States population was about 30 percent smaller. So the market has been moribund, but home prices have held up, and we're going to see that in the June numbers.

But if you look further ahead, 35 percent of listings are staying on the market for more than 90 days. We have many unsold listings right now. It has just gotten hard to sell a house, especially in the Sun Belt, and so that may bring some relief to homebuyers who really need it. The average age of the first-time homebuyer is 38. It used to be 31 just a decade ago.

Frum: Well, one of the things that is strange, and you're sort of anticipating the question is, this is a market that is experienced as a bad market, both by sellers and by buyers.

Kelman: Mm-hmm.

Frum: And normally, at least one of those two groups is happy. Bad news for sellers, good news for buyers. Bad news for buyers, good news for sellers. Now, they both seem unhappy that the prices are high. Buyers can't buy, but the buyers aren't there, so sellers can't sell. Everybody's miserable. That doesn't seem like an equilibrium state.

Kelman: No, it isn't. I think we're at an inflection point. So mostly people who have had to sell their home have been able to do so quite easily over the past two or three years. So even in the post-pandemic correction, it was fairly straightforward.

But now home sellers are struggling, especially people who bought a house during the pandemic. We are talking to them about lowering their price and they can't, because they'll be short on their mortgage. Now, we're not going to have anything like the great financial crisis in 2008, where there was a wave of foreclosures. But for a particular population of folks who did buy during the pandemic, it has suddenly gotten very hard to sell their home and pay off their mortgage. And so right now the market is just teetering in a very unhappy equilibrium. I think that prices will come down, and I'm one of the people who views that as good news.

When bread prices come down, when gas prices come down, most Americans view that as cause for celebration. But when home prices go down, about half of us are worried about it and the other half are throwing a party. And really, for the younger generation, we need prices to come down.

Frum: Well, is the cause of the misery that the people who bought during the pandemic and a lot of people were buying with money that was almost free? Very, very low interest rates?

Kelman: Yeah.

Frum: And now it's five years on and the cheapest money is the five-year interest rate that resets after year five, and those people are now thinking about selling, but they're selling to people who have to go borrow at real interest rates. And so that's the mismatch. The secret is one group has a low monthly payment, but wants to sell the house at a high price. The other group has a high monthly payment and cannot possibly meet the price. And that's the mismatch and that's why everybody's miserable.

Kelman: That is a huge part of it. So about 75 percent of American homeowners have a mortgage below 5 percent. We're unlikely to see a rate like that anytime in the foreseeable future, and so those folks create this rate-locked inventory. Many, many people in America--more than half of all Americans--really couldn't afford to buy their own home at current interest rates. So it's very common for us to go to a listing consultation with someone who has had another baby or is going through a divorce, had some kind of life event where they need to move, and when they realize what they're going to be able to afford from the sale of their home, they decide to stay put instead.

Frum: Let's go around the country, and let's start in what it's like--what I understand, like what the Dust Bowl was during the Great Depression, Florida is to today's real-estate market. It is just the endless source of bad news. So tell us the story of Florida, and then let's go around the rest of the country.

Kelman: Well, Florida has all kinds of problems, and some of them are climate change-related because insurance rates are shooting through the roof. So, so many buyers in Florida get a home, get a mortgage, and they think that's all there is to it, and usually that's the case. But now there's a third rail, which is getting insurance, and because there have been so many storms, insurance rates are sky-high.

The state has tried to regulate that to some degree, but it's really a triple whammy. Because home prices have gone up; many people are moving into the state. That has started to slow. Florida has always been a real-estate-driven economy, so the overall economy struggles when real estate struggles like no other state in America, and that just makes it extremely volatile, especially condos in Florida right now. Very hard to sell. So there are places where it's still easy to sell a home in Florida, but those are getting more scarce, driven by those three factors.

Frum: What's the strongest real-estate market in the country?

Kelman: Strongest real-estate market in the country is probably in the Midwest right now. It just saw less volatility than before. So if you went to a place like Austin, Texas, somewhere in the Sun Belt, home prices went up 40 or 50 percent during the pandemic and then came crashing down. But a place like Chicago has been very Midwest and stylish as you would expect Chicago to be, and so that market has been holding up. I think it's some of the markets where we saw the biggest pandemic highs that we're now seeing the most volatility.

West Coast markets are doing better because there were a bunch of Amazon workers or Google workers who thought they could move to Texas and keep their jobs, and now they're being called back to the states. And so this exodus that we saw from California and Washington State is now reversing, and that is supporting the market.

If I had to say the biggest split in the market right now, condos are just always more volatile than houses. Townhouses are also much more volatile. Those are the first parts of the market to go.

Builders are really struggling right now. Yeah, so the incentives that they're offering the homebuyer usually involve buying down the rate, and then they're offering 5 or 6 percent to a buyer's agent, when normally it would be 2 or 3 percent. That's an incentive that the consumer herself doesn't see. It's an indication that home-builder sentiment is very negative. I think it's been negative for 15 months. They've got their own double whammy where consumer demand is softening, but also their labor supply is shrinking.

Frum: Well, let's talk to the generational aspect because that's probably one of the most socially debilitating. So you said, a decade ago the first-time homebuyer averaged 31 years old. Today, the first-time home--how old, say it again?

Kelman: Thirty-eight.

Frum: Thirty-eight. So let's talk to those 29- and 30-year-olds who said, I thought I was one year away from buying a house, and now I discover I'm nearly a decade away. I'd like to have a house when I'm of age to have children. What hope is there for me? What hope is there for them?

Kelman: Well, we just need a correction with a correction. So we already talked about this phenomenon where home sales plunged at the end of 2022, but home prices kept increasing, and that was because all this inventory was rate-locked, and now we're starting to see inventory pile up. It's getting harder to sell a home. We think prices will go down by at least 1 percent in the second half of the year, and that means that homebuyers may catch a break, but 1 percent probably isn't enough.

The second part of this is that there just has to be a building boom. There's this big debate on the left about whether or not we should continue with the current policies or be much more permissive about building not just houses, but nuclear power plants and high-speed rail and all sorts of other projects to bring the American economy forward. I will be quite explicit about this. I am a "yes, in my backyard," YIMBY kind of politician. I really think America has to be good at building houses or the next generation is really gonna be in a pickle.

We always talked about "the bad vibes economy," where Joe Biden wondered, Why are people so down on the economy, especially this younger generation, and it's just hard to be optimistic about the economy, even when unemployment is low, if you're living in your parents' basement. And so I see some hope--Tim Scott and Elizabeth Warren, unlikely bedfellows, are now sponsoring a bill to lower housing regulation and to get more homes built. It passed through the banking committee on a unanimous vote. It's something that I think the president could really get behind. I had hoped when he started his term, that because he's a builder, he could be the builder in chief or the developer in chief. Mostly he has not addressed this issue.

Frum: You believe that Donald Trump is a builder?

Kelman: David. Are you trying to get me in trouble? I do not think--

Frum: He's a name licenser. He's not a builder. When was the last time Donald Trump built anything? Like, 1980?

Kelman: I think he has an enthusiasm for construction.

Frum: Yes. Yes.

Kelman: Regardless of his bona fides--

Frum: He draws--those are his favorite doodles.

Kelman: Yes. (Laughs.)

Frum: He draws skylines. (Laughs.)

Kelman: They are his favorite doodles.

Frum: And writes his name on-- (Laughs.)

Kelman: It's the White House right now. He wants to build another room in the White House. I know it's going to have this Louis Quatorze kind of vibe, but, nonetheless--

Frum: Louis Quatorze at Las Vegas. But okay, we're not going down the politics path. I just want to hear more hope for the young. Because even if the day of the 2.75 percent mortgage is not returning soon--and that was a trap, by the way. The way you got 2.75 percent was by saying, I'm signing up for five years, and then letting the interest rate reset, which is not advice that anybody should, any young person who doesn't have a lot of other resources should be following. You want the length of your loan to be the length of time you're going to own the home. The depression generation knew that. But anyway, 2.75 money, or even 3.25--we're not going to see that in the mortgage market so soon, even if the overnight rates come down. So, what's the hope for the young? What's the hope for the young?

Kelman: I think the hope for the young is that mayors have been losing their jobs over housing. If you look in Seattle, Los Angeles, San Francisco, there has been so much rage over the high cost of housing that it has really shifted the politics. There have been a bunch of state bills in California that failed five years ago that made it easier to build housing, made it easier to build accessory dwelling units, lifted parking requirements, and other things that dwindled the supply of housing in California. And now that state has gotten religion about trying to get builders back to increase the supply of housing. So I think there's just a new political movement. It is a bipartisan issue on the left and the right. At the local level, especially, there has just been this religion that we have to make it easier to build houses and increase the supply of homes. We are probably 4 million, 5 million units short of where we need to be, just given the demographics.

Frum: Yeah. Well, if we were having this discussion 10 years ago, 2015, what we would've said is, The outlook for housing is exciting because the autonomous vehicle is almost here. And when it gets here, people won't need to have their own individual parking places anymore because these autonomous vehicles will be rolling around the city. It'll be robot Uber for everybody, at least in any major place that's got any population density. You'll press the button for the robot Uber, it'll be there in eight minutes, and you will not need a parking space and that will cut $40,000 or $50,000 off the price of a condo. What has happened to that hope?

Kelman: Mania. So, the classic realtor move when you can't afford to live in the city is to look in the suburbs and then to look in the exurbs, so people's commutes just get longer and longer and longer. And at some point the rubber band always breaks, where people just aren't willing to live in New Jersey and commute into Manhattan.

But now because of Zoom and maybe because of autonomous vehicles, at some point we are going to see people who are more tolerant of longer commutes. We have certainly had these conversations with customers and been surprised. There are people living in Sacramento who commute into San Francisco, and that's because they're only coming to work a couple of days a week.

But it's also because the cost of housing is just insane in San Francisco. And I think there's probably a broader trend here, which is that it used to be that the politics of housing were toxic in San Francisco, New York, LA, and Seattle. But if you went to Indiana or Chicago or Florida, there it was still possible to work a middle-class job and get a starter home. So the American dream died in different places at different rates until the pandemic, and then all of a sudden you saw LA's housing problem come to Indiana, where people showed up with Monopoly money from LA saying, I don't care if the house is $300,000 or $500,000; it's easy for me to afford. And so I think now the housing crisis isn't just a local political issue; it's a national political issue, and it did, I think, contribute to some of the economic anxiety that was nationwide.

Previously, I think you felt like if you were living in San Francisco, your kids had to go to Harvard and then to Yale and major in computer science and get a job at Google and become a VP if they had any hope of buying a house in the same city they were raised in. Now I think that anxiety has spread to other parts of the country, and that's why I think there's a broader consensus that we need to do something about housing in America. We need to build more housing. We need to deregulate a little bit.

Frum: Well, from your vantage point, as the intermediary between buyers and sellers--if I said, Okay, we got the governors of the states here, with their notepads open, ready to take dictation, what are the top two, three, even four steps you'd recommend to make it easier to buy, build housing, and make housing cheaper?

Kelman: Almost all zoning laws. So zoning.

Frum: Be specific. What would you change?

Kelman: Well--and this is an issue where I think Donald Trump has been on the wrong side of the issue--but some places only allow single-family homes, so they don't allow density. You can't build an apartment building. You can't build a condo building, and that's because rich people like to have less density, fewer cars on the road. There's a certain kind of neighborhood that's a leafy neighborhood. And so in the past you would see Republican homeowners really argue for zoning laws that made it very difficult to build a house.

And then on the left, the issue that people really fought for were some kinds of rent controls, which discouraged us from building rental housing. And so the zoning laws that were popular on the right, the rental controls that were popular on the left--both of those need to go.

We've already talked about the parking minimums, but mostly it's just the approval times. So if you talk to builders, they will say that it's just so much easier to build a house in Arizona than it is in California even though the housing shortage is so much more severe in California. And if you look at what drove California's boom, Orange County used to be orange groves, and then the city made some unholy alliance with the builder to turn the whole thing into a suburb, and they built houses faster than at any point in America. And I just think, we may not need that rate, but we need something like it if we are to give hope to a new generation of Americans.

My broader argument is that I think this will be good, not just for housing, but I do think we need to upgrade the American economy so that it's ready for the 21st century. And if we are going to do that, we need to start saying yes to solar and wind and nuclear power, to high-speed rail, and all sorts of other projects. Liberal cities are going to fail if they can't get stuff done. And the sharp end of that spear has been this YIMBY movement. This "yes, in my backyard" movement. So I think that's the hope for progressive politics.

Frum: I think one of the things that people often lose sight of--we talk about housing building. People don't understand that houses fall apart. We lose housing every year, a certain percentage. It's a physical asset; it deteriorates over time. And so the idea that--and this is the thing that I think the rent controls understand--that the housing is dropping out of the market all the time because it's aged; it's dilapidated. And you either need to tear it down and build something new or you need to invest, in order to upgrade it. But in either case, you don't just build once and then forget. And the owner isn't just clipping coupons. The owner is having to, if you want to maintain that unit, actively reinvest all the time to maintain its quality.

And so it's not just build and forget. One of the reasons that you could be able to say, Well, we don't have a lot of natural population growth. Immigration is slowing down; why 4 or 5 million units? You see this in big cities. A lot of things are just dropping out of the market. The building falls down. There's a number--I'm going to forget what it is--of the number of apartments in New York that are rent-stabilized and vacant. The building is beneath the city's code, and so it's not allowed to be inhabited, but the landlord can't afford to renovate it because it's rent stable, and that's tens of thousands of units in the city of New York.

Now, not everybody has crazy rent-stabilization schemes, but everybody has the problem of housing deterioration, which is not something that I think that a lot of people in the YIMBY argument world--the YIMBY people might get it--but not everyone understands. Or remembers, I should say. People understand it once you explain it.

Kelman: One thing that people forget about home-price corrections is that it's not just that the same asset is selling for less money because of the laws of supply and demand; that happens, but if you looked in past corrections like 2008, 2009, and actually walked through the houses, you would see that they were run-down, that nobody had lived in them for six or 12 months, that there had been a foreclosure. So the actual quality of these housing assets across America declined even as the price for the same house also declined. So there were two factors that drove this wealth destruction during the last major price correction, which was in the great financial crisis.

And so now, if you look at what the mayor of Detroit has been talking about, there are taxes for investors who own blighted properties. It's sort of a use-it-or-lose-it tax--that you have to invest to make the property really livable or you have to sell it because there's sort of a vacant-property tax that's quite punitive.

Frum: And so that forces turnover in the marketplace.

Kelman: Yeah. And I think there's a broader issue here. Of course I'm an advocate for turnover in the marketplace because we're a brokerage and we make money every time there's a trade, but to me it's bigger than that. What has made the American experiment so dynamic is this idea that when Flint, Michigan, goes through a downturn because we're just not making as many cars as we used to in America, people eventually move. That is the story of the Okies going to California in a John Steinbeck novel. But if you look at the likelihood that an American will live and die in the same town in which he was born, that has actually increased.

Frum: My Atlantic colleague Yoni Appelbaum has a very important book about this called Stuck.

Kelman: Yeah.

Frum: I think the figure that Yoni cites is--now, we're an older country than we used to be, on average, so you'd expect a little less movement. If you adjust for age, if you look at people in the equivalent age group, an American is about--if I remember Yoni's book correctly--about half as likely to move at their peak moving years than a comparable American was in the 1980s. We're not talking about pioneer days, we're talking about the 1980s, when there were personal computers and airbags in cars and--

Kelman: (Laughs.) It's not so long ago! We were both alive then.

Frum: A lot of channels on TV. Disco was dead already. (Laughs.) And in the 1980s, Americans at the peak years of moving were twice as likely to move as Americans--and housing prices have to be a huge part because once you get a house, you think, and especially when you move from a depressed area to a thriving area, that the housing hit that you have to take to move from Flint to wherever the jobs are today is so terrible that people say, Well, here in Flint I may not have a job; at least I have a roof. 

Kelman: Yeah, and here's where I really will be teaching my book. Redfin exists to lower the fees paid to a real-estate agent. If you couple the fees paid to an agent with the lender fees and the title and escrow fees, it's about half of your down payment, and so there's this conventional wisdom that you need to live at a house for seven years before you offset those fees and get the appreciation necessary to make it a profitable decision to own a home. And those fees should be half of what they are. If you look at what it costs to trade a stock or what it costs to trade almost any other asset, all markets have become more liquid except the real-estate market. And real-estate liquidity is more important to American society because it determines where we live, where we send our kids to school, who our neighbors are. The demographics of the country are really stuck.

Frum: There is a lot of inefficiency in the housing market. And that can be fixed by technology and transparency.

Kelman: I think so. It's been a slow road to make real estate more efficient, because it's a cooperative industry. So what that means is that you have one agent representing the seller and another agent representing the buyer. And if you were to replace one of those real-estate agents with some kind of chatbot, I think the other would take offense. And so nobody wants a disruptive real-estate agent, because you worry that somehow you'll lose access to the club, and it still is a club that's running the U.S. housing market, that gates access to the most exclusive listings in the best neighborhoods. And so I think people are very risk averse. Homebuyers are very risk averse about working with different types of real-estate agents. And I am not one who thinks that the real-estate agent will be automated out of existence--I tried to do that when I first got into this business--but I do think that technology can make the process much more efficient.

Redfin has proved that in part. We charge half the fee. Our agents are three times more productive, but we still only have about 1 percent market share, and that's because people are skittish--skittish about working with a different kind of real-estate agent.

Frum: Yeah. As we wind this up, I want to deal with an argument that you hear a lot if you like the work of Derek Thompson and Ezra Klein. You've seen them caught up to this argument with people who want to personalize the problems in the real-estate market and say, The problem here is not zoning laws. The problem is not interest rates. The problem is that builders are greedy. They're wicked people, and they're colluding in wicked ways to make housing less available to others. And this is ultimately a cause for moral reform rather than technical reform. I've put that in a kind of unsympathetic way because it's pretty obvious I don't think much of the argument, but let's hear from someone who's there and knows. Is there any possible truth to the argument that what is going on here is some kind of conspiracy by home builders to oppress America?

Kelman: (Laughs.) I don't think so. I mean, I've been to home-builder conferences and it's a bunch of guys wearing cowboy boots. Most of them are Republicans. But they are trying to make money, and the way that they make money is by building more houses, and they are very much in favor of trying to build as many houses as they can.

So I think there's some hostility to rent controls because it makes it harder to build properties for rent. But mostly these are people who are very pro-immigration. These are people who are very pro-housing. They got their clock cleaned in 2007 because they were building a massive number of units at very low price points with very skinny margins. And you just have to have a little bit of sympathy for them. They're making a bet 18 to 36 months in advance of the demand. They have to buy the land; they have to get all the materials; they have to get the labor and build the house--and to stick their neck out that far, they have to believe that they're going to be able to get the project done.

And so when they encounter political resistance to that, they simply build somewhere else. That's why there's been so much construction in Florida and Texas and less in some progressive states. And so I do think, you know, the Derek Thompson, Ezra Klein argument that we should judge liberal governance by its ability to actually get things done and the simplest way to lower housing prices is to bring those builders back--there's no conspiracy here. They're just trying to figure out where they can build properties.

Frum: Let me finish by asking you a little bit about change in the--if we think of the house as a technology, it's an especially conservative technology. Human life changes rapidly, but people still want dining rooms or think they do, even though they don't eat in dining rooms anymore. They want a lawn, even as it becomes ever more unaffordable and difficult to maintain and even as they move to climates where lawns don't make sense. A lawn in Arizona--tough problem.

We talked about the possible elimination--of how the autonomous car might liberate us from the need to have a parking spot for every high-rise unit. If there are autonomous cars and you don't need to own your own car, you don't need the parking spot. Are there other places where the technology of the house, as we know it, could change? I mean, do you put any stock on this idea that young people might be attracted to a kind of, like, clubhouse living where you own your bedroom, you own your bathroom, but you don't necessarily own your kitchen or your public spaces? Do any of those technologies hold promise or do you think that's a lot of lifestyle-section talk that people--in the end, people want the house that they grew up in?

Kelman: I do think it's a bunch of baloney. You hear about it every once in a while, and I'm just too old, David. I think that people say that they're open to all sorts of alternative living arrangements, and then they have a couple of kids and they want the same thing that everybody else does. So the change in the floor plan that we've seen has been the second master bedroom because so many people now have their parents helping them raise their kids, helping them buy the house. There's a lot of nepo homebuyers where the parents kicked in half the down payment and they just have an extra bedroom because they spend months of the year with that family helping to raise the kids. So that's maybe the only major change in the floor plan.

And then the change in the process is, you should just remember that as we talk about how to bring manufacturing back to America, there is one asset that has to be manufactured in America. It's 20 percent of GDP, and it is the house. There are different parties that have tried to do more of the construction in a factory where the house is built in one place and then shipped very short distances because the shipping is so expensive. But the cost of construction and the speed of construction come down. It's using lasers and all sorts of other computer data and engineering techniques to build actually higher-quality housing, where it's just to a higher degree of precision. There's just so much that we could do if we just made it easier to build houses. I think we could lower the cost. And, of course, the offset on that has just been the labor.

It is a real issue that many of the people who build houses in America come from south of the border. And I have wondered--because the new immigration policies--if we are going to see, especially as we talk about AI and worry that men, especially, can't find the kinds of jobs we had 50 years ago, if more traditional Americans, nonimmigrant Americans are going to move into the construction industry.

But that is going to be an issue. We'll see how it goes.

Frum: Is there an immediate effect of immigration pending that rotation of the labor market? There are sections of the house-building process that, as I read it, are more immigrant driven than others. Like, roofers are more likely to be immigrants, especially illegal immigrants. Drywalling is very much an--and part of that, it should be said and to understand here what's going on, the dangerousness of the roofing job, which is one of the most dangerous jobs in America. And so that tends to be that--and this is where there is maybe a moral story--that you can invest in making the roofing process safer, or you can hire somebody who, if injured, has no right to complain. And a lot of builders are attracted to option B. And by the way, a lot of buyers are voting with their dollars to tell the builder, Don't invest in the cost of making the roofing process safer. Just hire someone who can't complain if he's hurt.

Kelman: Yeah, well, I hope that isn't the only solution. I don't know that it's just danger or even low wages or the willingness to do hard work. There are also craft-level jobs that have been staffed by immigrants--so people who make cabinets, people who do electricity. Americans aren't going into trades at the levels that they once did, and I think we should just account, at least for a moment, for the impact that tariffs have on housing. It's not just lumber; it's appliances. It's a wide range of goods that are imported from outside the country to build the house.

And so it's just a tough time to be a builder right now because there's so much volatility in the economy and these people are making long-term bets where they buy land years ahead of actually trying to get a sale. And so if your whole supply chain and your labor market have been disrupted, it's just harder and harder to make that bet.

Frum: Okay. Here's where I want to end. I want you to think about someone who's 28, 30, 31, who's confident that they're going to keep their job for a little while so they don't have the immediate fear, I'm going to lose my job, which many people have right now. But let's say you don't have that fear, but they don't own a home. What's the outlook for them? Can you say something hopeful to them about their path ahead? And any advice for them about where they should be looking?

Kelman: My hope is that for the first time since 2012, home prices are coming down, and I think that trend is going to continue into 2026. And so maybe time is on your side.

It also seems likely that rates are going to come down, at least somewhat. And so I don't think there's going to be some revolution that lets you buy a home for half the cost in three years. But I do think that after years and years of home prices going up, at least since 2012, homebuyers are going to get a break. And I'm really glad that you are.

Frum: Thank you. Thanks for talking to us, Glenn. We're so grateful to you for your candor and your time.

Kelman: Yeah, David, it's good to see you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Glenn Kelman for his fascinating insights into the U.S. housing market. Thanks to all of you for listening and viewing. If you enjoy this program and the content, I hope you'll share it as widely as you can on whatever platform you use. As always, the best way to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. And for now, goodbye and see you again next week. Thank you for watching and listening to the David Frum program.

[Music]
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Nothing Is Scarier Than an Unmarried Woman

<em>Weapons</em> is about a classroom of missing children--and the young schoolteacher whom all the parents want to blame.

by Beatrice Loayza




At the beginning of Zach Cregger's new horror film, Weapons, a spooky suburban fairy tale about the disappearance of 17 children, all blame is directed at the unmarried schoolteacher Justine (played by Julia Garner). She's the prime suspect--the one unifying factor in an otherwise unexplainable event. Each of the 17 children appears to have voluntarily fled their home at 2:17 in the morning, running into the night with their arms stretched backwards like the wings of a paper airplane. Home-surveillance cameras captured their flight, attesting to the fact that no one forced them to flee--but why were they all members of Justine's classroom? What was that woman doing to those children?

Over the years, movies such as Fatal Attraction and Single White Female, to name just a couple, have depicted chronic singledom as a condition that can make women obsessive, deranged, desperate to fill the void created by their unwantedness. But in these portrayals, it's not just that solitude seems to warp the mind: These ladies appear to disturb some kind of natural order--and be more likely to crack. Today, a growing number of Americans are romantically uninvolved. Yet pop culture continues to fixate on these single women, with horror movies in particular framing them as duplicitous and unstable--threats to the public good.

As he demonstrated in his previous feature, Barbarian, Cregger is interested in the dark forces rumbling under the surface of ordinary American lives. Weapons is set in a fictional Pennsylvania town, where the disappearance of the children sends the community reeling. School shuts down for a month, before resuming with no resolution. The police aren't much help. Everyone seems to be processing the tragedy in different ways, which is matched by the film's multi-perspectival structure. Townspeople such as Archer (Josh Brolin), the distraught father of one of the missing children, and Paul (Alden Ehrenreich), a lowly cop, are so fixated on their personal problems that they hinder the kind of collaborative action needed to save the children.

It's easier to villainize Justine, who is one of the only single women in the community. Archer, who displays vigilante tendencies, directs his rage toward Justine by digging up unsavory details from her past, such as a DUI charge, and nagging the police to further investigate her. An unseen stranger, heavily implied to be Archer, harasses Justine in her home, knocking on her front door and writing the word witch on the side of her car in stubborn red paint, forcing her to zoom around town branded with crimson letters. Grief-stricken parents and angry community members also revolt against her, pressuring the school's genial principal, Marcus (Benedict Wong), to do something about her.

Most people believe that Justine has done something wrong, though what, exactly, they can't explain. Women like her have been accused of being witches since the 13th century, perhaps because they deviate from maternal norms. In Weapons, Justine's lack of a family reaffirms her culpability. Elementary-school teachers are educators, but they're also parental figures. Across pop culture and in real life, mothers are supposed to do everything for their kids--even give their lives. Justine, who is as confused as anyone about what happened to those kids, seems most guilty to her neighbors because she's still alive.

Read: Time for scary movies to make us laugh again

Depressed and paranoid after all this harassment, Justine succumbs to a bad drinking habit, going about her purgatorial days with a tumbler full of vodka. She also hits up Paul for a one-night stand--and when Paul's fiancee finds out, she comes charging after Justine at the liquor store. To the fiancee, Justine must seem like a total succubus. But for Justine, the hookup is a bid for some much-needed intimacy during a period of intense alienation. (Paul had also told her that his relationship was on the rocks.)

Weapons balances this grim reality--the black-and-white way the world sees Justine, who in turn is trying to keep afloat--with a dry sense of humor and Justine's plucky resilience. She may be losing it, but she still takes it upon herself to play the sleuth, seeking out Alex Lilly (Cary Christopher), the one child in her class who didn't go missing. When she confronts him on the street, Alex runs off in a panic, but the exchange is genuinely motivated by Justine's concern. Because of the film's multiple points of view and Garner's protean performance, we're able to see how easily Justine takes on, or is foisted into, a variety of roles: nosy teacher, disgraced woman, forsaken lover.

Funnily enough, there is one other single lady in town, a recent transplant and a stranger to most: Alex's Aunt Gladys (Amy Madigan), a kooky spinster who wears bright, splotchy makeup. She knows no one and has nowhere to go before Alex's parents take her in--a kind of nightmare scenario for down-on-love bachelorettes everywhere terrified of dying alone. Cregger has previously tapped into the unsettling power of old dames: In Barbarian, a monstrous old woman who is obsessed with children is a key villain. Other recent films such as The Substance and The Front Room have used similar figures to communicate female madness and explore insecurities about aging in a culture that glorifies physical youth.

Gladys, despite her perturbing getup, doesn't arouse as much suspicion as Justine, because she steps into a maternal role as Alex's caretaker. Justine, meanwhile, continues to be a perfect scapegoat. Still, she emerges as the film's primary heroine, doggedly pursuing the truth of what happened to the kids. It's a brave choice; nobody would blame her for leaving town. But feared as she is for being a modern woman, she's brimming with personas and possibilities--some of which prove useful for unraveling awful secrets.
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<em>King of the Hill</em> Now Looks Like a Fantasy

The sitcom returns with a vision of suburban America that's harder to come by.

by Adrienne Matei




When Hank Hill, the stalwart, drawling protagonist of King of the Hill, returns to Texas, he kneels in the airport and kisses the floor. More than 15 years have passed since audiences last saw him--the show, which debuted a new season last week, ended its original 12-year run in 2009. Viewers learn that Hank and his wife, Peggy, have recently moved back to their yellow house on Rainey Street, in suburban Arlen, after several years living in Saudi Arabia. Hank had taken a job as a propane consultant there, where the couple had lived in an idyllic simulacrum of an American small town, a place that put Hank in mind of "what things were like in the '50s."

Then and now, the slice-of-life comedy--which also stars Hank and Peggy's son, Bobby-- mainly concerns neighborhood antics unfolding across Rainey Street's living rooms and lawns. (Bobby, for his part, is now a chef who lives in Dallas.) Yet its premise lands differently today than it did a decade and a half ago. Today, when only a quarter of Americans reportedly know most of their neighbors, and nearly as many say they feel lonely and disconnected from their community, King of the Hill's focus on neighborly relations is comforting, even idealistic--a vision of suburban America with strong social ties that, for the most part, isn't riven by cultural or political divisions. As such, the show feels like a playbook for a type of rosy coexistence that, in the real world, seems harder and harder to come by.

From the Hills' perspective, Arlen has primarily changed in ways they find inconvenient. Now Hank has to contend with ride-share apps, boba, and bike lanes that interfere with his commute--adjustments that are perturbing to him. But these signs of the times are easier for him to accept than the realization that some things, or people, haven't changed; they've deteriorated. Almost immediately after reuniting with his friends, Hank learns that Bill Dauterive, his longtime friend and neighbor, hasn't left his bedroom since the COVID lockdowns of 2020. Hank had been Bill's de facto lifeline for years, helping his friend even when it meant pushing himself wildly outside his comfort zone, such as getting a tattoo of Bill's name and donning a dress alongside him. Without Hank's stabilizing presence, Bill's well-being seems to have declined to the point that even Netflix--which he'd been watching nonstop--sent someone to his house to perform a wellness check.

Read: King of the Hill: The last bipartisan TV comedy

Horrified by Bill's sorry state, Hank vows to get his friend "back on track." But when his former boss calls to offer him an attractive job that would take him back to the Middle East, alongside all the amenities he could want, Hank's new dilemma seems to crystallize. Listening to the tempting offer, Hank stares across his lawn toward Bill, who's using a garden rake to drag a package in through his window without leaving his room. Does Hank really want to be back in this neighborhood, where his relationships create inescapable obligations and daily nuisances? By choosing to stay in Arlen, Hank and Peggy reaffirm King of the Hill's core message: that belonging to a community is a worthwhile enterprise that requires ongoing commitment. In the case of Bill, that ultimately means enticing him back into society with the appetizing waft and convivial chatter of a barbecue party--a small coup for social connection amid the inertia of alienation.

Mike Judge, one of the show's co-creators, has said that the character of Hank was partially inspired by neighbors he once had in suburban Texas, who saw Judge struggling to repair a broken fence in his yard and helped him fix it, unprompted. This habitual caretaking--the act of showing up for others, regardless of convenience or reward--is part of what the political theorist Hannah Arendt called the "web of human relationships," conceived on an ethic of tolerance and responsibility that goes deeper than simply enjoying your neighbors' company. After all, Bill can be a buzzkill, and the Hills' other neighbors, such as the conspiratorial Dale Gribble across the alley and the holier-than-thou Minh and Kahn Souphanousinphone next door, are flawed too. For the Hills, staying in Arlen means forgoing a more comfortable life to lump it with some weird personalities. But without taking pains to help one's neighbors, a resilient, tolerant community could not exist. And without that web of relationships, even the most Stepford-perfect town is a spiritual desert.

While Bill's storyline dramatizes how isolation can hollow out an individual's life, King of the Hill also explores how withdrawal can fray community ties more broadly. One episode finds Peggy aghast that her neighbors are pulling away from one another and receding into their technology: Many Arlen locals now pretend not to be home if their doorbell cameras reveal chatty-looking strangers on their doorstep; some even post paranoid warnings to an anonymous neighborhood forum, fearmongering about "strange people" sightings (half of which turn out to just be Dale).

Peggy takes it upon herself to bring the neighborhood together by erecting a lending library in her front yard. The initiative works well--until her books spread bedbugs, making everyone even angrier and more suspicious of one another. Peggy doesn't want to admit that she's responsible for a public-health fiasco, but the show underscores that a community can't function on good intentions alone. Sometimes, restoring harmony requires a willingness to lose face--which she does. After confessing to causing the outbreak, she leads a group effort to burn the infested books in a bonfire. "Texas morons have book-burning party," is how one anonymous forum user describes them. But at least the whole street comes together in the end, with someone strumming a guitar as the pages crackle.

Read: The least politically prejudiced place in America

King of the Hill's belief in the innate power of moral character remains one of its most appealing traits--but the revival glosses reality in order to preserve its gentle equilibrium. Many viewers have described the series as "small c" conservative: Hank values the familiarity of his traditions more than he's vocal about his political beliefs, but he also once refused to lick a stamp with an image of Bill Clinton on it. Judge has described its humor as "more social than political." In an episode of the original series, the Hills meet then-Governor George W. Bush at a presidential-campaign rally; world events that occurred during Bush's presidency, however--such as 9/11 and the Iraq War--never came up during the show's original run. Now neither do ongoing stories that have kept Texas in the news, such as the state's restrictive anti-abortion laws. The reveal that Dale was briefly elected mayor of Arlen on an anti-mask campaign is the closest the show comes this time around to commenting on today's culture wars.

Some viewers may find it difficult to reconcile the show's good-humored, inclusive portrayal of everyday suburban life with the political and social fragmentation found within many American communities today. A version of the show that more directly explored real-world tensions could have sharply captured the moment into which King of the Hill returns. However, its obvious distance from real life encourages viewers to suspend disbelief and immerse themselves in its true politic: participating in the ritual of neighborhood life, regardless of whether that just means standing in an alley with a beer, contributing to a frog chorus of "Yups" until everyone's made it through another day together.

All of this principled neighborliness may sound Pollyannaish, but the show's optimism seems intentional. King of the Hill has always held a distinctive place in Judge's canon: Though his other film and TV projects, such as Idiocracy, Beavis and Butt-Head, and Silicon Valley, mercilessly skewer what some critics have defined as "American suckiness," King of the Hill celebrates American decency. The show's narrative arcs continually reinforce that social trust is key to communities weathering any crisis, that being moral in the world can be a matter of looking out our windows and recognizing how we can serve one another, whether that's by fixing a fence or checking in on a friend. That's the evergreen charm of the Hill family: their pragmatic belief that helping out is just what neighbors do. Or, as a Girl Scout chirps to Hank while handing over a box of Caramel deLites, "It's nice to be nice."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/08/king-of-the-hill-reboot-idealism/683850/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A 'Hopefully Completely Unrelatable' Story About Marriage

What--if anything--can a reader learn from a couple that survived four months floating on the ocean together?

by Olga Khazan




In the late 1960s, Maurice and Maralyn Bailey sold their house in Derby, in Central England, and commissioned a 31-foot-long sailboat, the Auralyn. Seeking an escape from their boring lives and the dreary English weather, they planned to sail around the world. To "preserve their freedom from outside interference," as Maurice put it, they did not bring a radio transmitter aboard. Nine months after departing from the south of England in 1972, they made it through the Panama Canal and into the Pacific when a whale struck their boat, sinking it.

A new book, A Marriage at Sea, tells the tale of what happened next: The Baileys transferred themselves, 33 tins of food, and some cookies and Coffee-Mate into an inflatable life raft and dinghy, each barely the size of a stretched-out adult. They hoped for a ship to sail by and spot them. For nearly four months, they floated around, filling their time by catching rainwater and turtles--first as pets, then as food. Together, they clung to life as starvation and illness set in. Somehow, they survived. And they stayed married. And they went on another months-long sailing trip together.

The Baileys' experience was, as the book's author, Sophie Elmhirst, put it to me, "hopefully completely unrelatable for most people." It is not, of course, a marriage-advice book. But perhaps its story can offer lessons about marriage. The Baileys' seafaring appeared to be a type of "shared meaning" that relationship experts say can glue couples together. Their mission almost killed them, corporeally, but it also seems to have helped their marriage survive. And although most couples would not want to re-create the Baileys' experience, they can experiment with shared-meaning making in other--perhaps drier--ways.

The two Baileys were strikingly different. Maurice, who had a troubled childhood marked by illness and emotional neglect, was negative and socially ill at ease. Maralyn, meanwhile, was "as socially able as he wasn't," Elmhirst told me, as well as confident and enterprising. They met at a car rally where Maralyn was driving a Vauxhall Cresta with a particular level of "chutzpah," as Elmhirst writes. Maralyn suggested living aboard the sailboat even though she didn't know how to swim. "She just had that gung-ho quality," Elmhirst said.

Read: What comedians know about staying married

As I read the book, I could not understand what Maurice offered Maralyn. Why had she married someone so difficult, with so many cockamamie schemes? I asked Elmhirst for her theory, and she speculated that in an era of deep social conformity, Maralyn found liberation in Maurice's atheism, his desire not to have children, and, well, the whole boat thing. They both loved adventure, and both had a sort of British chin-up mentality that can be useful when soldiering on through something horrible.

What Maralyn offered Maurice, though, was clear. Adrift at sea, Maurice started to give up hope quickly, and Maralyn seemed to view spurring him on as a kind of second project, alongside engineering their survival. She made dominoes from strips of paper; when four gallons of drinkable water drifted away, she tried to raise his spirits by opening their last tin of rice pudding in honor of her birthday. She would assure him that they were meant to survive. They did argue, Elmhirst writes, but after a fight ended, they would "unpick it, see why they had snapped or become intolerant, and apologise." Later, Maralyn would claim to reporters that they hadn't argued at all.

On the raft, the Baileys discussed the next boat trip they would take as soon as they were rescued. During long days without food or water, they'd fantasize about the provisions for the new boat, the design of the new boat, and where they'd sail it--Patagonia, they figured.

This second boat trip was, in some ways, crucial to getting them through that first, ill-fated one. Maralyn's strategy for keeping Maurice going was to fixate on a future, one that contained a second, successful sailing mission.

The Baileys' near-death experience became their shared meaning--a way of defining "this is who we are; this is what we do," says Carrie Cole, the research director of the Gottman Institute, which focuses on couples' counseling. It solidified the relationship and, in all likelihood, made it last. "A lot of times when people go through some ordeal like that and they survive it together, it really can connect to them," Cole told me. "Nobody else has experienced what they have. It's like they have this deep sense of feeling known and understood." She notes, though, that most people cultivate this shared meaning in less dangerous ways, such as through volunteering or hiking.

Read: A wedding reveals how much help is really available to you

Another possible takeaway from this unusual duo, Elmhirst speculated, is that perhaps the Baileys show that, on some level, we all need someone to love. Maurice needed Maralyn to prop him up, and Maralyn needed someone to prop up. In the interviews the pair gave in the years after their rescue, "he'd make this point again and again that, if it hadn't been for her, he'd never have lived," Elmhirst said. Perhaps he wouldn't have survived without her even on dry land: Maralyn, Elmhirst said, "translated him for the world." Maybe, she added, "there is something in us that is designed or works well in tandem with someone else."

In the book, Elmhirst asks, "For what else is a marriage, really, if not being stuck on a small raft with someone and trying to survive?" Throughout all the dramas of daily life--the fender bender, the sleep regression, the surprise layoff--partners can start to feel trapped with each other. Maybe that's not the worst thing.
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The Virtue of Integrity

The only way out of our wreckage is to rewrite the cultural script, to make excellence in character admired again.

by Peter Wehner




Jean Guehenno lived in Nazi-occupied France, where, unlike so many of his contemporaries, he refused to write a word for a publishing industry under Nazi control. He felt shame about the Vichy government's collaboration with Nazi Germany. "What to make of French writers, who, to stay on the right side of the occupation authorities, decide to write about anything but the one thing all French people are thinking about," Guehenno asked in his journal, later published as Diary of the Dark Years, "or worse still, who, out of cowardice, bolster the occupants' plan to make it appear as though everything in France continues as it did before?"

In an essay for Liberties, Ian Buruma writes that Guehenno's journal "is wise, witty, and scathing about his fellow writers" who had elected to proceed as if nothing had changed. "Incapable of being in hiding for long," Guehenno wrote, this type of literary figure "would sell his soul just to keep his name in print."

The United States today isn't occupied France, and nothing currently in America is comparable to the worst of Nazism. But any number of regimes, though they fall short of the German Reich, act in ways that are morally problematic or even wicked. Collaboration and capitulation--the selling of a soul--take many forms, including in America.

INTEGRITY IS A VIRTUE on which good character is built. Other virtues can be admirable but isolated. One can be courageous in the pursuit of injustice. A person can be honest but ungenerous, forgiving but lazy. Al Capone, after all, sponsored a soup kitchen during the Great Depression.

Peter Wehner: The unconstitutional conservatives

Integrity--whose root word, integer, means wholeness, a thing complete in itself--assimilates other virtues. A person of integrity possesses an inner harmony, a moral coherence. As the philosopher Robert C. Solomon put it: "Integrity is not itself a virtue so much as it is a synthesis of the virtues, working together to form a coherent whole."

Integrity is a subject of ancient interest. Plato believed that a tripartite soul included reason, desire, and spirit. For Aristotle, virtue was divided into moral and intellectual categories. Virtue was not a matter of isolated acts; it was an ingrained disposition, an orientation of the mind and heart, developed through practice and habituation. This led to a unified life, which in turn led to the highest human good: eudaemonia, or human flourishing, a life of purpose devoted to the good.

To be sure, people of integrity aren't perfect. But they are individuals who possess an internal cohesiveness among distinct parts. Their values and behavior display a consistency that is the foundation of trust and mutual respect.

"No man is a hero to his valet," says the 18th-century proverb. Many of those who serve another see a different, darker side to those whom they serve. The closer you get to other people, the more obvious their flaws become. Their public and private lives are at odds with each other. In contrast, a life of integrity works in concert with itself, has a consistency regardless of the circumstances an individual finds themselves in. "Except for the point, the still point / There would be no dance, and there is only the dance," T. S. Eliot wrote. People of integrity are still points in a turning world.

I'VE BEEN THINKING about integrity a lot lately, in part because more and more it's seen, certainly in politics, as unfashionable. It wasn't always this way. The central figure in the American founding, George Washington, was universally respected for his rectitude. Even the British recognized the quality of his character. (When King George III heard that Washington might surrender his commission as commander in chief of the Continental Army, he reportedly said that if Washington did so, "he would be the greatest man in the world.")

Washington was a complex and elusive figure, as his biographer Ron Chernow wrote, full of pent-up passion. But Washington was also a man of sterling character, brave, devoted to his country, civic minded, and possessed of an unsurpassed sense of duty. Although he was given great power, he never abused it. As Major General Henry Lee eulogized Washington at his funeral, "The purity of his private character gave effulgence to his public virtues."

No other president, with the possible exception of Lincoln, was Washington's equal. But for nearly the entirety of American history, up until a decade ago, Washington set the standard. Presidents had to at least appear to be better than they were, offering the tribute that vice pays to virtue.

No more. Donald Trump's corruption is borderless, in ways we've never quite seen before. But what's also precedent-shattering is that he doesn't try to hide it. His depravity is all in the open.

That his supporters celebrate his bad behavior makes this even more discouraging. Many of them find his behavior thrilling, including large swaths of Christian fundamentalists and evangelicals, men and women who worship Jesus with their lips while giving priority to Trump and the MAGA movement in their heart. Add to the mix the craven, across-the-board capitulation to Trump by one elite institution after another--law firms and tech giants, universities and entertainment companies, news networks and once-great newspapers.

All of this ramifies through society. Every day, in a thousand different ways, Trump's corrosive ethic is validated and replicated. Cruelty is the coin of the realm; it's the way to get ahead. Americans ask themselves, and one another, the inevitable questions: If the president can get away with it, why can't we? If breaking the rules helps him, why shouldn't it help us? 

The only way out of this wreckage is to rewrite the cultural script, to make excellence in character admired again. And that starts with recognizing the power of moral example.

"Finally, brothers and sisters," Saint Paul wrote to the church in Philippi, "whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable--if anything is excellent or praiseworthy--think about such things."

MY WIFE, CINDY, AND I have recently discovered a compelling and highly entertaining way to think about such things. We've been watching Foyle's War, a British detective series that began broadcasting in 2002, was canceled for a time, and was revived until it ended in 2015.

The series was initially set during World War II, in Hastings, a seaside town on the southern coast of England. The drama revolves around Christopher Foyle, a detective chief superintendent; his driver, Samantha "Sam" Stewart; and Detective Sergeant Paul Milner. The series, notable for its meticulous attention to historical detail, later shifts to London, as Foyle and Stewart join MI5 after the war.

The plots are multilayered and intricate; they deal with complex moral dilemmas--justice in ordinary times versus justice in wartime, for example, and which moral compromises should be made for the "greater good" of the war effort--with nuance. But what makes this series so remarkable, apart from the brilliant (and brilliantly understated) acting of Michael Kitchen as Foyle, is that the character is "a quiet man who makes a religion of honor, responsibility and competence," as the television critic Mike Hale wrote in The New York Times. Foyle does so without ever appearing self-righteous or moralistic. Rather, he is a good man trying to do the right thing in a fallen world.

It's not so much that we know every ethical line Foyle draws is the exact right one; it's rather that we know he's doing the best he can to pursue justice. He does so even--and sometimes especially--when there's enormous pressure on him to buckle, including from those in power. Foyle's moral compass can't be demagnetized.

Foyle treats those over whom he has authority with respect. He's restrained, not glamorous; wry and scrupulous; a man of quiet strength; and uncompromised. It helps, too, that his private life is unstained. He is, to invoke a rather old-fashioned word, a gentleman. You can't imagine Foyle selling his soul for anything, which makes him particularly anomalous today, when we see soul-selling all around us.

THE SOCIAL SCIENTIST JAMES Q. WILSON, in his 1993 book, The Moral Sense, argued that our moral sense is rooted in human nature. He believed that we have a natural capacity for ethical behavior, but that it needs to be nurtured. "Mankind has a moral sense," Wilson wrote, "but much of the time its reach is short and its effects uncertain." And so, when it comes to cultivating moral excellence, we must take our allies where we find them.

Jonathan Rauch: One word describes Trump

The best allies are people in your life who personify integrity, who live with honor, and who show us the way. In my own life, I count such people among my greatest blessings. I think of them more than they may know. But fictional characters can help us too.

In his essay "On Three Ways of Writing for Children," C. S. Lewis, who also wrote The Chronicles of Narnia, said, "Since it is so likely that [children] will meet cruel enemies, let them at least have heard of brave knights and heroic courage. Otherwise you are making their destiny not brighter but darker." Lewis knew the power of stories, and the power of heroes, to mold the character of children, to inspire them, even to help shape how they see the world.

I'd add only that what is true for children is also true for adults. It may not be in quite the same way, but it can still make a difference. We all need to hear from time to time about brave knights and heroic tales--and even, perhaps, about police detectives in small towns on the south shore of England.
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Trump Forces His Opponents to Choose Between Bad Options

Some of the president's power stems from his ability to put his opponents in lose-lose situations.

by David A. Graham




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker has made himself a spokesperson for Democratic resistance to Republican plans for a brazen mid-decade gerrymander, and on Sunday, he appeared on Meet the Press to state his case. "It's cheating," Pritzker said of the Texas redistricting that the president has demanded. "Donald Trump is a cheater. He cheats on his wives. He cheats at golf. And now he's trying to cheat the American people out of their votes."

It's a clever line. But it would have been better if not for the fact that some of Pritzker's fellow Democrats, including the governors of New York and California, are now trying to redraw their state's maps to squeeze Republicans. (It might also have landed better if Illinois' maps weren't already gerrymandered, as Representative Mike Quigley, a Chicago Democrat, recently acknowledged.)

If they're going to strike back, Democrats in some of these states don't just have to draw new maps--they have to find ways to circumvent structures they enacted in recent years to make maps fairer. Former Attorney General Eric Holder has been the driving force behind Democrats' work for fairer districts, but he's now in the awkward position of calling for cutthroat maps. "My hope would be you have these temporary measures," he told The New York Times. Of course, everyone always hopes that. The political scientist Sara Sadhwani, who helped draw the Golden State's current maps, argued for tossing them, telling Politico's California Playbook, "These are extraordinary times, and extraordinary times often call for extraordinary measures."

This reasoning feels both dangerous and alluring. Democrats pushed for fairer districts to bolster democracy; if they remain pure and Republicans rig the system, then it was all for naught. Yet if they abandon the push for fairness, what are they preserving? Saying that Americans should resist tyranny is all well and good, but the past decade has shown that resisting involves a lot of risky judgment calls. Part of Trump's political genius, and his threat, is that he forces his opponents to choose between bad options.

During the first Trump administration, for example, some of his aides simply refused to execute on things the president told them to do--or, in one case, reportedly even swiped a draft letter from his desk to prevent it from being signed. On the one hand, they were probably right on the merits: Trump has lots of bad ideas, some of which might have endangered the country if enacted. On the other hand, they were unelected officials refusing lawful commands from the elected president. What's right in the short term can set perilous precedents in the long run.

This week, Trump dispatched the D.C. National Guard and federal officers to the streets of the capital. Five summers ago, amid major protests, he did the same--and reportedly contemplated calling in active-duty soldiers. Then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley was able to talk Trump out of that, but the price he paid was participation in a photo op with the president as he walked across Lafayette Square from the White House. The resulting images "created a perception of the military involved in domestic politics," as Milley put it. He quickly came to regret that decision and apologized. Knowing which choice was better is nearly impossible.

Once Trump left office, federal prosecutors had to grapple with how to handle both his attempt to steal the 2020 presidential election and his hoarding of classified documents at Mar-a-Lago. Trump's misdeeds were not especially murky or covert: Everyone watched him try to subvert the election in real time, culminating in the January 6 insurrection; the documents in question were demonstrably at Mar-a-Lago, and the government had subpoenaed them.

Declining to prosecute Trump for these actions would have encouraged his own further abuses and also fostered the impression that not everyone is equal under the law. Yet political leaders in functioning democracies generally do not charge their political rivals who have left office with crimes, because it injects partisanship into the system, eroding it for the future. Trump falsely accused President Joe Biden of engaging in banana-republic-style politics, but now that Trump is in power, his government is reportedly pursuing an absurd investigation against former President Barack Obama.

Once criminal charges were set in motion, the judges presiding over the cases had their own challenges. Would they give Trump a gag order--standard procedure to prevent a defendant from attacking witnesses publicly--and create an opportunity for him to claim "election interference," or would they allow attacks that no other defendant could get away with? (They mostly tried to split the difference.) The country ended up with perhaps the worst outcome: Trump faced charges, he reaped political benefit from claiming persecution, and now he has avoided convictions or even trials in all but one case, evading accountability by running out the clock.

Washington Mayor Muriel Bowser is now facing her own tough choice: If she forcefully opposes the president's temporary takeover of the city's police force, as well as other measures that he says he is taking to fight crime, then she risks inviting even more aggressive action from an angry Trump. If, however, she mostly acquiesces, then she is yielding the city's powers and surrendering her constituency's preferences to his. Meanwhile, university presidents are weighing whether to give in to Trump's attempts to seize control over their operations. Is it better to strike a costly settlement and regain some limited autonomy, or to fight the administration and risk even greater damage?

"Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice," Republican Senator Barry Goldwater said during his 1964 presidential bid. "Moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue." Americans resoundingly rejected that vision at the time, but now many of Trump's opponents and targets are adopting it as a philosophy. Forcing Americans who care about democracy into these dilemmas is part of what gives him such power.

Related:

	How Democrats tied their own hands on redistricting
 	How the Texas standoff will (probably) end




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality.
 
 	 Vladimir Putin could be laying a trap.
 
 	 Trump is right that D.C. has a serious crime problem.
 




Today's News

	 About 800 National Guard troops have arrived in Washington, D.C., to support local law enforcement in carrying out President Donald Trump's order to deal with crime.
 
 	 Trump is considering filing a lawsuit against Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell over the Fed's building renovation, amid ongoing tensions over interest rates.
 
 	Inflation remained steady in July despite price increases on some goods caused by Trump's tariffs.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Clara Bastian / Getty.



Americans Are All In on Cow-Based Wellness

By Yasmin Tayag

A not-insignificant number of TikToks aim to convince the viewer that beef-tallow moisturizer will not make your face smell like cow. The beauty influencers who tend to appear in these videos--usually clear-skinned women rubbing tallow into their face as they detail their previous dermatological woes--describe the scent as "buttery" or "earthy" or grass-like. Many of them come to the same conclusion: Okay, even if the tallow does smell a little bit, the smooth skin it leaves behind is well worth it.
 Beef tallow (as both a moisturizer and an alternative to seed oils) is one of many cow-based products that have crowded the wellness market in the past five or so years. Beef-bone broth is a grocery-store staple. Demand for raw milk has grown, despite numerous cases of illness and warnings from public-health officials that drinking it can be fatal. In certain circles, raw cow organs--heart, liver, kidney--are prized superfoods ...
 Woo-woo, it seems, is becoming moo-moo. America has entered its cowmaxxing era.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The AI takeover of education is just getting started.
 	Kari Lake's attempt to deport her own employees
 	A management anti-fad that will last forever
 	Dear James: Do I need to shut up at work?




Culture Break


Jeff, 16, Fayetteville, New York, 1990



Look. In the 1980s and '90s, Adrienne Salinger photographed American teenagers in their natural habitat: their bedroom.

Read. In Xenobe Purvis's novel, The Hounding, a brood of odd siblings might be turning into dogs, Talya Zax writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump's Dreams for D.C. Could Soon Hit Reality

The president will likely find that broad emergency powers do not give him free rein.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




Washington, D.C., more than any other city in the country, presents President Donald Trump with the opportunity to meddle in the minutiae of municipal governance. Even in the capital, though, his powers are far from limitless. And the chasm between Trump's sweeping plan to "clean up" D.C. and his actual authority over the city sets up a stark choice for the president: He can either settle for a significantly diminished version of the kind of change he desires or attempt to push the bounds of the law.

On Monday, Trump announced that he would federalize the city's police department, deploy the National Guard, and dispatch hundreds of federal officers to patrol the nation's capital, pledging to address its "crime, bloodshed, bedlam, and squalor." Trump set a high bar for himself during a press conference in which he promised to, among other things, get rid of D.C.'s "homeless encampments" and "slums," revoke the city's cash-bail system, end its so-called sanctuary-city policies, increase penalties for youth offenders, and even fill potholes with fresh asphalt. "Our capital city has been overtaken by violent gangs and bloodthirsty criminals, roving mobs of wild youth, drugged-out maniacs, and homeless people," he said yesterday at the White House. "And we're not going to let it happen anymore. We're not going to take it." But Trump is likely to find that even this seizure of broad emergency powers does not give him free rein to remake the city to his liking.

The 1973 Home Rule Act, which allows a president to take over Washington's police force during an emergency, also sets a limit on how long this kind of federalization can last. Under that law, Trump has a maximum of 30 days to maintain control over the Metropolitan Police Department--hardly enough time to conduct a major revamping of policing tactics and enforcement priorities. (The 1973 law actually limits the White House's authority to 48 hours, allowing an extension to 30 days only after the president has notified Congress why such an accommodation is necessary.) Extending the federalization, which began yesterday, past a month would require an act of Congress. Democrats, whose votes Trump would likely need to pass such a law, have already blasted his actions as those of a would-be authoritarian.

Charles Fain Lehman: Trump is right that D.C. has a serious crime problem

Washington's attorney general, Brian Schwalb, has denounced Trump's moves as "unprecedented, unnecessary and unlawful," challenging the president's claim that D.C.'s crime levels constitute an emergency. "There is no crime emergency in the District of Columbia," Schwalb wrote yesterday on X. "We are considering all of our options and will do what is necessary to protect the rights and safety of District residents." Like many other cities, D.C. experienced a spike in crime during and immediately after the COVID-19 lockdowns but has since seen numbers drop. Homicides are down 12 percent so far this year compared with the same period last year, following a 31 percent decline in 2024, according to MPD. Violent crime is down 26 percent as of Monday, MPD reports, after a 35 percent drop last year. As a result, crime levels in Washington are at a 30-year low.

Still, Trump has looked past the broader statistics to zero in on specific acts of violence--including a bloody assault on a federal staffer earlier this month that the president said led him to get more involved in local crime fighting.

While the D.C. city council echoed Schwalb's criticism, calling Trump's actions "a show of force without impact" in a statement, Mayor Muriel Bowser was less combative during a press conference yesterday afternoon. She said Trump's moves were "unsettling and unprecedented" but "not surprising," given Trump's rhetoric in recent weeks. She said she would work with Trump's allies to review the city's crime laws and encourage the police force to collaborate with its federal partners to help end "the so-called emergency."

Trump would need buy-in from Washington's police officers themselves to enforce the more aggressive form of policing he has requested. (Trump said yesterday that law enforcement should "knock the hell out of" suspected criminals, lock up more juveniles, and otherwise "do whatever the hell they want.") He received a nod from MPD's union, which has clashed with the city council over laws that aimed to reduce police misconduct and hold officers accountable for using excessive force. The union said yesterday that it welcomed the federalization and looked forward to working with the White House to tackle local crime.

At the same time, the union asserted that any federal takeover should be temporary, and fissures have already emerged over staffing levels. The department said its force of about 3,200 officers, which has shrunk by about 600 over the past five years, is overstretched and needs more employees. Trump, who wants the department to make more arrests, disagrees, saying yesterday that the officers need only to have the right policies in place. "I was told today, 'Sir, they want more police.' I heard a number--3,500 police," Trump said. "They said, 'We have 3,500. We need more.' You don't need more. That's so many. That's like an army."

As the commander in chief of D.C.'s National Guard, Trump faces fewer limitations in deploying the actual Army onto Washington's streets. Unlike state National Guard members, who report to a governor, the D.C. National Guard is under the purview of the White House. Even so, D.C.'s National Guard is relatively small. The Army said in a statement yesterday that it was mobilizing 800 soldiers, though only about 100 to 200 would be assisting local law enforcement at any given time.

In practice, that means the troops will likely serve primarily as backup to D.C. police or other law-enforcement officials who might be arresting suspects or conducting direct law-enforcement activities, as California National Guard troops largely did after Trump sent 4,000 of them into Los Angeles earlier this summer. Trump's eagerness to deploy the guard members to a mostly quiet city sparked accusations of hypocrisy from Democrats, who questioned his delays in dispatching the guard during the deadly January 6, 2021, insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. Other federal agents from branches including the FBI, U.S. Park Police, and the Drug Enforcement Agency have begun emerging on city streets but are supposed to limit their activities to enforcing federal laws.

Yesterday, Trump pledged to overhaul several local D.C. policies--cash bail, immigration enforcement, road construction. The Home Rule Act does not give him authority to do any of those things; instead, it offers broad powers to the locally elected D.C. city council and mayor to govern the city of 700,000.

Once Trump realizes that he does not have the ability to enact his vision quickly, the president is likely to move on to other matters, Joseph Margulies, an attorney and government professor at Cornell University, predicted. "It's equivalent to the bloviating about buying Greenland or seizing the Panama Canal or making Canada the 51st state, where he's going to lose interest in an hour and a half," Margulies told me. "And then, the National Guard will drift away, and the FBI will be reassigned to where they need to be, and the D.C. police will go back to doing what they do. It's just a pointless symbolic exercise."

Read: Trump's farcical D.C. crackdown

Others see darker possibilities. Trump's ultimate goal might be to normalize the idea of federal forces storming into Democratic cities, Ruth Ben-Ghiat, an expert on authoritarianism, told me. "It is no surprise that with the flimsiest of excuses--a supposed crime surge that is contradicted flatly by the actual statistics--they are moving to militarize the capital," she said. "Each laboratory of repression--first L.A., now this--is supposed to habituate people to accept this executive overreach and with the aesthetics of cities being subjugated by troops."

But unlike mass protests over racial justice or pro-immigrant activism in Los Angeles--incidents that tend to grab the national spotlight at least for a time--the issues of homelessness, youth crime, and municipal disorder are long-standing challenges that defy easy fixes. Trump has shown more interest in the flashier parts of managing the city's profile, appointing himself the chair of the Kennedy Center, creating the "D.C. Safe and Beautiful Task Force" to tackle crime and urban grime, and overseeing a military parade near the White House. During his press conference yesterday, he took time to tout the recent "upgrades" he has implemented at the White House itself, including renovated marble floors, an abundance of new gold trim, and plans for a massive ballroom.

Citing his "natural instinct" for "fixing things up," Trump suggested that he would do the same for the nation's capital, betraying no awareness that his power is far more limited outside the gates of the White House complex. "Not only are we stopping the crime; we're going to clean up the trash and the graffiti and the grime and the dirt and the broken marble panels and all of the things they've done to hurt this city," he said. "And we're going to restore the city back to the gleaming capital that everybody wants it to be. It's going to be something very special."

Missy Ryan contributed to this report. 
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The Colors of the World, Seen From the International Space Station

Recent photographs from crew members aboard the ISS show some spectacular views of auroras, moonsets, the Milky Way, and more, seen from from their vantage point in orbit.

by Alan Taylor


Green and red displays from the southern lights (aurora australis) appear above the Earth, seen from the orbiting International Space Station, south of Australia, on April 21, 2025. (Nichole Ayers / NASA)




Lightning flashes among cloud formations above Indonesia, seen on June 22, 2025. (Nichole Ayers / NASA)




The Large Magellanic Cloud appears among a starry backdrop above Earth's atmospheric glow in this long-duration photograph from the International Space Station as it orbited 260 miles above the Pacific Ocean off the coast of Mexico on November 26, 2024. (Don Pettit / NASA)




Swirling formations in the shallow sea floor, seen in the Bahamas on October 20, 2024 (Nick Hague / NASA)




Thrusters fire while red and green navigation lights shine from the Crew Dragon Freedom spacecraft as it approaches the ISS on September 29, 2024, carrying four new crew members. (Don Pettit / NASA)




The differing colors of Utah's Great Salt Lake, seen on August 3, 2025. Variations in the salinity of the lake water, which is separated roughly in half by a causeway, account for the differences in color. (Nichole Ayers / NASA)




Moonrise over the Mediterranean, seen on May 17, 2025 (Anne McClain / NASA)




The Milky Way appears beyond Earth's horizon in this photograph captured by NASA astronaut Don Pettit using a camera with low light and long duration settings, pointed out a window on the SpaceX Dragon crew spacecraft on January 29, 2025. The International Space Station was orbiting 265 miles above the Pacific Ocean off the coast of Chile just before sunrise. (Don Pettit / NASA)




Massive wildfires in central Australia, seen through smoke and haze at night, on May 25, 2025 (Anne McClain / NASA)




A ribbon-like aurora lights up the sky on April 20, 2025, south of Australia. (Nichole Ayers / NASA)




Sparse clouds pass above sand dunes in the United Arab Emirates, seen on June 10, 2025. (Nichole Ayers / NASA)




The Milky Way appears in the vastness of space behind the SpaceX Dragon Endeavour spacecraft, docked to the Harmony module's space-facing port on the International Space Station on June 30, 2024. (Matthew Dominick / NASA)




This long-duration photograph taken from the ISS as it orbited 259 miles above the Andaman Sea reveals the city lights of Southeast Asia and the typical green lights of the fishing boats underneath Earth's atmospheric glow on March 26, 2025. (Don Pettit / NASA)




A powerful bolt of lightning casts shadows and illuminates storm clouds from within, over China, seen on July 3, 2025. (Anne McClain / NASA)




The SpaceX Dragon cargo spacecraft, carrying more than 6,000 pounds of science, supplies, and hardware, approaches the ISS above the Atlantic Ocean on November 5, 2024. (JSC / NASA)




Peering through the window of the SpaceX Dragon Endeavour spacecraft, the NASA astronaut Matthew Dominick captured this image of the SpaceX Dragon Freedom spacecraft as the lights of a vivid green and pink aurora swirled through Earth's atmosphere above the Indian Ocean on October 7, 2024. (Matthew Dominick / NASA)




On July 3, 2025, the NASA astronaut Nichole Ayers captured this amazing image of a sprite, a rarely photographed weather phenomenon, as the ISS passed above a storm over Mexico. Ayers wrote: "Sprites are TLEs, or Transient Luminous Events, that happen above the clouds and are triggered by intense electrical activity in the thunderstorms below." (Nichole Ayers / NASA)




The sun appears along Earth's horizon, seen above the southern Pacific Ocean on October 7, 2024. (Don Pettit / NASA)




Lightning illuminates a storm cloud over Hong Kong, seen at night on May 3, 2025. (Nichole Ayers / NASA)




Low sunlight is seen across dunes in the Sahara Desert on December 7, 2024. (Don Pettit / NASA)




A green and pink aurora, seen south of Australia on October 7, 2024 (Don Pettit / NASA)




The new moon sets behind Earth's colorful but dimming atmosphere in this long-duration photograph taken by the NASA astronaut Matthew Dominick with a camera programmed for high sensitivity on September 4, 2024. (Matthew Dominick / NASA)




A long-exposure view of the lights of Earth and the stars above, seen on September 29, 2024 (Jeanette Epps / NASA)




Lightning strikes in a small storm cloud above Thailand, seen on October 27, 2024. (Don Pettit / NASA)




Lights streak past, seen in a long-exposure image as the ISS passes over the American Midwest on October 26, 2024. (Don Pettit / NASA)




Comet C/2023 A3 (Tsuchinshan-ATLAS), roughly 44 million miles away from Earth in this photo, is viewed from the ISS on September 28, 2024. (Don Pettit / NASA)




An aurora glows beyond docked spacecraft and components of the International Space Station on October 10, 2024. (Don Pettit / NASA)
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Dear James: Do I Need to Shut Up at Work?

I try to temper my natural brusqueness with watercooler niceties, but sometimes I can't help but speak up.

by James Parker




Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.



Dear James,

I can't seem to shut up at work, and I keep putting my foot in my mouth.

I am a naturally brusque person--a get-to-the-point kinda gal--but I am not a complete boor. Over the years I have learned to temper my directness with watercooler niceties and "please" and "thank you" in my emails.

But, sometimes, when faced with inadequate meeting agendas, disorganized communication, and paper-pushing bureaucracy, I can't help but speak up about our team-wide inadequacies. (My other colleagues are much more reserved.) I oscillate between wanting to shut up and act my wage, yet also wishing we would hold ourselves to higher standards. By God, can't we do better here?

This is not a new feeling in the office for me, and I am starting to question whether I'm the common denominator. Is it time to throw in the towel? Or should I do more to restrain my critical instincts?



Dear Reader,

I think your questions answer themselves. In the workplace, you should never restrain your critical instincts, and, yup, it's always a good time to throw in the towel. (When it comes to family, interestingly, the opposite is true.)

It does sound as if you are the common denominator, carting your high standards and your limited tolerance for banality and ineptitude from office to office. Then again, aren't we all the common denominators in our own lives? It's always us, in the middle of some situation, doing what we always seem to do, arriving at more or less the same outcomes, which for some reason bewilder us completely.

Not you, though: You're un-bewildered. You know what you're doing.

I've had only a couple of office jobs in my life. I'm a lucky bastard: I sit in coffee shops and type and fiddle around with my playlists on Apple Music. But I do know that watercooler niceties (to take a phrase from your letter) will kill you in the end, and that team-wide inadequacies (to take another one) are a condition of office life. And if you've had enough, you've had enough.

Continually firing myself,

James



Dear James,

After more than 40 years of cognitive behavioral therapy, I thought I'd overcome my childhood demons. But, like my parents before me, I still became an alcoholic. Now I'm 66, and I'm torn: Should I give up on the world? (The state of affairs is grim.) Or should I strive to live without alcohol?



Dear Reader,

I deeply appreciate this letter. So many of us right now are contemplating, approaching, or have already passed the moment of abdication you present so clearly. The moment of: You know what? Fuck it.

I hope you won't think I'm being flippant if I respond to your question with a couple of staves of soul doggerel. Here they are:

TO A READER
 ON THE VERGE
 When the demons are upon you
 and the world is on its ass,
 why not sink in resignation
 to the bottom of a glass?
 I'll tell you why: You're here to try,
 and while you have volition,
 to quote my friend Jay Babcock:
 Don't be bummed into submission.


Heroically,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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A Management Anti-Fad That Will Last Forever

The ultimate advice for managers could be just to be human.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

The world of management is always wide open for new ideas and perspectives to make companies more efficient and profitable. Most business schools have semi-academic journals dedicated to offering up buzzy techniques that promise to streamline operations, improve accountability, and raise productivity by establishing tightly circumscribed protocols for workers. Some recommendations have merit, but others are seen both inside and outside companies as gimmicks, fads to be endured until abandoned by managers when they move on to the Next Big Thing.

Take Six Sigma, the defect-minimization strategy that was all the rage in the 1980s: Its methodology involved certifying managers with progressively more prestigious colors to encourage their advance in skill level--rather as karate or judo belts do. (Even though these were color-coded paper certificates, I like to imagine the regional vice president for sales wearing a red belt over their suit.) No doubt, some firms found the exercise useful, but as the business writer Geoffrey James notes, employees typically found Six Sigma's implementation frustrating and confusing. And according to data from 2006, among the large companies that adopted the program, 91 percent wound up trailing the S&P 500 in stock performance.

Ed Zitron: How to mentor young workers in a remote world

In place of such chimerical strategies, I want to introduce a management anti-fad. The idea will still raise business performance--by increasing happiness among the people doing the work. This idea is as old as humanity itself, you might correctly think, but if it were so obvious and simple to put into practice, then every company would be doing it. Recent research, including studies conducted both by independent academics and by firms themselves, show that understanding well-being and maximizing it through managerial practice can significantly increase productivity and profitability, as well as raise employees' quality of life. And this conclusion might just help us remember some old wisdom that modern life encourages us to forget.

The premise that workers would be more productive if they were happier makes intuitive sense, and many studies demonstrate that it is so. Some just look at variation in employee mood and then use clever statistical methods to link it to work outcomes. One example, a 2023 study on telesales workers, showed that when they felt happier, for whatever reason, it led to more calls an hour and a higher conversion of calls into sales. Another research approach involves experiments in which workers are exposed to a mood-raising experience, and their productivity afterward is compared with what it had been beforehand. During one such study in 2015, economists showed people clips of funny movies and found that doing so boosted their performance of tasks by about 12 percent.


This essay accompanies the release of Brooks's new book, The Happiness Files: Insights on Work and Life (Harvard Business Review Press), which is available today.



All of that is interesting so far as it goes, but such experiments are not very practical for managers--after all, screening a lot of funny movies would significantly disrupt the office day. What leaders really need are data that break down the specific factors associated with employee happiness, translate them into management actions, measure these factors in actual companies, and link everything to the firm's performance. Only then could you devise a truly effective management strategy.

I know of one company that's trying to tie all that together: the investment-research firm Irrational Capital, founded in 2017. Using both public and private data sources on employee satisfaction, its researchers found that over an 11-year period ending in 2025, S&P 500 companies that scored in the top 20 percent on several key employee-happiness measures outperformed (in stock price) those in the bottom 20 percent by, as of the first quarter of this year, nearly six percentage points. Meanwhile, the top 20 percent in such extrinsic rewards as pay and benefits beat the bottom 20 percent by only two percentage points. These findings fluctuate according to market conditions, but across the whole period of the study, employee-happiness measures have consistently outperformed extrinsic rewards when boosting a company's stock price.

The happiness factors are not fixed characteristics of individual companies, because they move in and out of the top 20 percent depending on how satisfied employees are at any particular time. The researchers have precisely market-tested the effect of happiness factors on performance by fielding an electronically traded fund that buys and sells the companies' stock according to their current happiness ranking. Over the past five years, the fund's "trailing returns"--a performance metric that provides a historical snapshot of a given period--were about 10 percent higher than the S&P average.

Irrational Capital researchers found six specific factors behind employee satisfaction. In order of their positive impact on a firm's performance, they are: innovation (managers' openness to input and ideas); direct management (clarity and truthfulness of communication); organizational effectiveness (non-bureaucratic, efficient processes); engagement (leadership that supports learning and growth); emotional connection (a culture that fosters friendships among colleagues); and organizational alignment (a good match between the company's external mission and its internal culture). For me, as a social scientist teaching business leaders, this suggests six corresponding goals for managers who want to raise employee satisfaction that translates into higher firm performance. Here they are, ordered by importance.

1. Listen for concerns and learn new ideas. 
 Nothing is more disempowering for an employee than a boss who doesn't want to hear an idea that could help the company. Managers should look for ways to get as much feedback as possible, and then show they've really heard it and thought about how to use it.

2. Act and speak with clarity and truth.
 Particularly in times of uncertainty, employees are highly attuned to doublespeak and obfuscation. Always be frank and explicit about what they need to know for their job. People can handle I don't know what's going to happen, as long as this is the truth, not an evasion.

3. Ruthlessly cut red tape and unnecessary meetings.
 Employees hate bureaucracy. Some procedural stuff is necessary to maintain systems and accountability, but nothing lowers workers' well-being faster than obliging them to waste productive time. This is especially true of meetings, which should be minimized whenever possible.

4. Look for ways to support learning and develop team members.
 The employees you want to keep are the ones who love to learn new skills and grow in ability. Look for ways to create a culture of improvement through mentoring, training, and continuing education.

Arthur C. Brooks: Think twice before taking the top job

5. Promote a culture of friendship.
 This goal is easy to misunderstand: It does not entail making friends with the boss; on the contrary, as scholars found in 2004, the interlocutor who, on average, induces day to day the most negative emotion for an employee is their boss. As a boss, accept the loneliness of your role--but do whatever you can to realize the fact that the happiest employees are friends with one another.

6. Live up to the organization's external mission.
 Many companies have high-minded ideals on paper and are dedicated in theory to making a better world. But, as they say, charity begins at home. If your mission is to uphold the dignity of all people, your employees should be first in line.

For more than a century, virtually every corporate-productivity fad has been based on the notion that employees can be managed as if they were machines. This highly instrumental, scientistic approach to human affairs was what the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky mocked in Notes From the Underground as the "palace of crystal." What he meant by this was the delusion of technocrats' solutions to people's problems--"all ready-made and worked out with mathematical exactitude"--that were bound to fail and leave people feeling helpless, angry, and alienated.

If Dostoyevsky were alive today, the most obvious target for his derision would no doubt be the utter domination of tech in our daily life, intermediating friendship, dating, and work relationships. Just as the great novelist predicted, the technocratic delusion promises greater connection but leaves people lonelier and more depressed every passing year. Of a piece with this palace of digital crystal are the management fads that waste money and reduce people to productivity numbers.

The way out of the palace of crystal is surprisingly simple, in life and at work: Just treat people as people.
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Vladimir Putin Could Be Laying a Trap

Donald Trump badly wants a deal to end the war in Ukraine. What is he willing to give up?

by Jonathan Lemire




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

Vladimir Putin has had a tough few months. His military's much-feared summer offensive has made incremental gains in Ukraine but not nearly the advances he had hoped. His economy has sputtered. Donald Trump has grown fed up with Putin's repeated defiance of his calls for a cease-fire and, for the first time, has targeted the Russian president with consistently harsh rhetoric. Last week, Trump slapped one of Russia's major trading partners, India, with sanctions.

Putin needs to buy time to change the trajectory of the conflict. So the former KGB spymaster has given Trump something that the U.S. president has wanted for months: a one-on-one summit to discuss the end of the conflict. Trump leaped at the chance. But as the two men prepare to meet in Alaska on Friday, foreign-policy experts--and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--are warning that Trump could be walking into a trap that the Russian leader is setting on American soil.

"Putin has already won. He is the leader of a rogue state, and he'll get a picture on U.S. soil with the president of the United States," John Bolton, one of Trump's former national security advisers, told me. "Trump wants a deal. And if he can't get one now, he may walk away from it entirely."

Putin has shown no sign of compromising his positions. His demands to reach an end to hostilities remain maximalist: He wants Russia to keep the territory it conquered, and Ukraine to forgo the security guarantees that could prevent Moscow from attacking again. Those terms are nonstarters for Ukraine and the European nations that have rallied to its defense.

Having promised an end to the war during his campaign, Trump, above all, is desperate for the fighting to stop, and observers fear that, as a result, he might agree to Putin's terms regardless of what Ukraine wants. Trump has already said in recent days that Russia and Ukraine will need to "swap lands" (without specifying which ones). But it is not clear that Russia is willing to give up anything. And if Zelensky were to reject a deal, no matter how one-sided it might be, in Trump's mind, Kyiv would suddenly be the primary obstacle to peace. That could lead Trump to once again unleash his wrath on Zelensky, with potentially disastrous consequences for Ukraine's ability to keep fighting the war.

Read: Trump invites Putin to set foot in America

"Clearly Putin's strategy is to delay and play the president: string him along, concede nothing, exclude Zelensky," Democratic Senator Richard Blumenthal of Connecticut, who sits on the Armed Services Committee, told me. "My preeminent fear is a bad deal that Zelensky rejects, and then he becomes the bad guy, and that then Trump, once again in his classic mixture of vengeance and vanity, will turn against Ukraine."

Trump has made clear that he wants peace. He also wants a Nobel Peace Prize. Several of his closest allies have told me that the fact that President Barack Obama received one infuriates Trump. He has taken to declaring that he has "ended six wars" in his second term. Fact-checkers say this claim is exaggerated, though it's true that his administration has focused on global hot spots in recent weeks, receiving acclaim for brokering peace agreements between Cambodia and Thailand, India and Pakistan, and Azerbaijan and Armenia. The world's most high-profile conflicts, in Gaza and in Ukraine, however, have only escalated in recent months. The situation in Gaza appears to be deteriorating, and Trump has not done anything to stop Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's controversial plan to occupy Gaza.

So Trump sees an opportunity with Ukraine. The bloodiest war in Europe since World War II has become deadlier this year, and the warring sides have expanded their arsenals with weapons capable of striking deep into enemy territory.

The White House dismissed the notion that Trump could be outfoxed by Putin. "What have any of these so-called foreign policy 'experts' ever accomplished in their lives, other than criticizing Donald Trump?" White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me in a statement. "President Trump has solved seven global conflicts in six months, and he has made extensive progress in ending the Russia-Ukraine War, which he inherited from our foolish previous president, Joe Biden." Some Trump allies believe that he will stand up to Putin, and that he is appropriately skeptical of the Russian leader. Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, for instance, invoked the Cold War when he posted on social media on Friday that he was "confident President Trump will walk away - like Reagan - if Putin insists on a bad deal."

Trump has been burned by Putin before. In recent months, the president has complained that Putin would tell him one thing in their phone calls and then act entirely differently on the battlefield. Trump reiterated that complaint to reporters yesterday at the White House. "I believe he wants to get it over with," Trump said of Putin. "Now, I've said that a few times, and I've been disappointed. Because I'd have a good call with him and then missiles would be lobbed into Kyiv or some other place, and you'd have 60 people laying on a road dying."

The summit was thrown together so quickly that, with days to go, U.S. officials are still scrambling to finalize the details. Trump yesterday characterized the summit as "a feel-out meeting," perhaps hinting that no final deal would be reached in Alaska. That was taken as a hopeful sign by some who are skeptical of having the summit at all. "The least-bad outcome is that the men would have an exchange of views, but that Trump would stay noncommittal and no deal would be reached. That would be okay, even perhaps a small first step," Richard Haass, who worked in three Republican administrations before leading the Council on Foreign Relations, told me. "The fear is that the president wants an agreement too much and will carry far too much of Moscow's water."

But if history is any indication, Putin might be able to use the summit to again curry Trump's favor. Several times in both his first and second terms, Trump followed up a meeting or call with Putin by repeating Kremlin talking points. Most infamously, this occurred during a 2018 summit with Putin in Helsinki, when I asked Trump if he believed U.S. intelligence agencies' conclusion that Russia had interfered in the 2016 U.S. election. And yesterday, after Putin had signaled his interest in the summit, Trump took a swipe at Zelensky, who has strenuously objected to giving any territory to Russia and has noted that the Ukrainian constitution requires that any cession of land must be done by national vote."I get along with Zelensky. But you know, I disagree with what he's done. Very, very severely disagree. This is a war that should have never happened," Trump told reporters in the White House briefing room. "I was a little bothered by the fact that Zelensky was saying, 'Well, I have to get constitutional approval.' I mean, he's got approval to go into war and kill everybody."

Tom Nichols: It was an ambush

Since his blow-up with Trump in the Oval Office in February and Washington's brief pause on intelligence sharing with Kyiv, Zelensky has tried to remain on Trump's good side, with some success. He managed to secure a positive one-on-one meeting with Trump on the sidelines of Pope Francis's funeral at the Vatican in late April. And he has refrained from criticizing the president by name when voicing reservations about U.S. policy toward Ukraine, including a weapons pause in June. Although he has expressed dismay at being excluded from the Alaska summit, Zelensky has not gone after Trump. "We understand Russia's intention to try to deceive America--we will not allow this," Zelensky said in an address to his nation on Sunday.

Originally, Trump agreed to the Putin summit under the condition that a second meeting would be held with both Putin and Zelensky. But the Kremlin balked at that plan, and Trump dropped it. Trump said yesterday that he would instead brief European leaders shortly after the summit, potentially even from Air Force One on the flight back to Washington. He also will partake in a virtual meeting with leaders, including Zelensky, this week before heading to Alaska.

Europe has watched the summit run-up warily. Several European nations have vowed to fortify Ukraine with weapons if the United States bows out of the conflict. Vice President J. D. Vance, one of the administration's loudest isolationist voices, this weekend declared, "We're done with the funding of the Ukraine war business" and said the United States would soon only be willing to sell arms to Europe to give to Ukraine. But Europe seems unlikely to be able to sustain the level of arms and intelligence that Ukraine would need to defend itself. And if Putin manages to secure a victory in Ukraine, he could soon look to expand his war aims elsewhere.

All of which heightens the stakes of the summit in Alaska. "Putin kept pushing Trump and eventually went further than Trump was willing to be pushed. He got mad, so Putin gave him this summit," Bolton told me. "Now he wants to work his KGB magic on Trump and get him back in line."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/08/putin-trump-ukraine-summit-trap/683841/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

      Best of The Atlantic

      
        Trump's Revenge Campaign Has a Weakness
        Quinta Jurecic

        In November 2017, less than a year into his first term as president, Donald Trump publicly confronted a depressing reality. The traditions of Justice Department independence, he lamented in a radio interview, limited his ability to order an investigation of Hillary Clinton. It was "the saddest thing," he said. "I'm not supposed to be doing the kind of things I would love to be doing, and I am very frustrated by it."This time around, Trump is not similarly encumbered. During the interregnum betwee...

      

      
        The Damage to Economic Data May Already Be Done
        Egan Reich

        If you have been closely following the ongoing Bureau of Labor Statistics story--in which Donald Trump fired then-Commissioner Erika McEntarfer after being displeased by the bureau's July jobs report and selected the Heritage Foundation economist E. J. Antoni to succeed her--you will have heard an unusual consensus about the airtight political independence of the agency and the people who work there. Among BLS employees, including former Commissioner William Beach, whom Trump appointed in his first...

      

      
        How States Could Throw University Science a Lifeline
        L. Rafael Reif

        Whatever halfway measures Congress or the courts may take to stop President Donald Trump's assault on universities, they will not change the fact that a profound agreement has been broken: Since World War II, the U.S. government has funded basic research at universities, with the understanding that the discoveries and innovations that result would benefit the U.S. economy and military, as well as the health of the nation's citizens. But under President Trump--who has already targeted more than $3 ...

      

      
        Trump Wants a China Deal That Benefits Him, Not the U.S.
        Michael Schuman

        After making a show of getting tough on China, President Donald Trump desperately needs a trade agreement to prove that his disruptive tactics get results. This week, the United States and China agreed to extend their negotiations, avoiding--for now--another round of tariffs that would have hurt business between the world's two largest economies. But the president's newfound willingness to allow the export of vital AI chips to China indicates that an eventual deal could imperil American interests. ...

      

      
        A Radical Answer to the Fentanyl Crisis
        Ethan Brooks

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn July, President Donald Trump issued an executive order calling for an expansion of involuntary commitment--forcing people into treatment facilities--in response to the homelessness crisis. San Francisco has been attempting such an expansion for the past 19 months. What can the rest of the country learn from California?This is the final episode in a three-part series from Radio Atlantic, No Easy Fix, about homelessness an...

      

      
        The Limits of Recognition
        David Frum

        On a prominent ridge in the center of Toronto stands a big stone castle. Built in the early 20th century, Casa Loma is now a popular venue for weddings and parties. The castle is flanked by some of the city's priciest domestic real estate. It is not, in short, the kind of site that usually goes unpoliced.On May 27, Casa Loma was booked for a fundraiser by the Abraham Global Peace Initiative, a pro-Israel advocacy group. The gathering was to be addressed by Gilad Erdan, a former Israeli ambassador...

      

      
        The Logic of the '9 to 5' Is Creeping Into the Rest of the Day
        Julie Beck

        The shift begins when she leaves her desk at 5 p.m.She drives home, arriving at 5:45. Five minutes later, she's starting a load of laundry; at 6 p.m. she changes into workout clothes. By 6:25 she's on the treadmill for precisely 30 minutes. At 7 o'clock she grabs a grocery delivery from her front porch and unloads it. At 7:15 she makes an electrolyte drink. Shower time is at 7:25. At 8 p.m. she cooks up some salmon and broccoli; at 8:25 she plates her dinner while tidily packing up the leftovers....

      

      
        Yes, Stephen Miller Is Surrounded by Criminals
        Alexandra Petri

        Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needs to take a stand!Stephen Miller was correct to point out that D.C. is awash in crime. Everywhere he looks: criminals. He can barely take three steps without running into one. From the moment he arrives at work in the morning until the second he leaves, one crime after another, piling horrendously high. Illegality everywhere, and casual disregard for the well-being of law-abiding Americans!Some p...

      

      
        Nothing Is Scarier Than an Unmarried Woman
        Beatrice Loayza

        At the beginning of Zach Cregger's new horror film, Weapons, a spooky suburban fairy tale about the disappearance of 17 children, all blame is directed at the unmarried schoolteacher Justine (played by Julia Garner). She's the prime suspect--the one unifying factor in an otherwise unexplainable event. Each of the 17 children appears to have voluntarily fled their home at 2:17 in the morning, running into the night with their arms stretched backwards like the wings of a paper airplane. Home-surveil...

      

      
        The Awkward Adolescence of a Media Revolution
        Jessica Yellin

        There's a quiet revolution in how millions of Americans decide what's real. Trust is slipping away from traditional institutions--media, government, and higher education--and shifting to individual voices online, among them social-media creators. The Reuters Institute reports that this year, for the first time, more Americans will get their news from social and video platforms--including Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and X--than from traditional outlets. According to Pew Research, one in five...

      

      
        King of the Hill Now Looks Like a Fantasy
        Adrienne Matei

        When Hank Hill, the stalwart, drawling protagonist of King of the Hill, returns to Texas, he kneels in the airport and kisses the floor. More than 15 years have passed since audiences last saw him--the show, which debuted a new season last week, ended its original 12-year run in 2009. Viewers learn that Hank and his wife, Peggy, have recently moved back to their yellow house on Rainey Street, in suburban Arlen, after several years living in Saudi Arabia. Hank had taken a job as a propane consultan...

      

      
        Trump Has a New Definition of Human Rights
        Anne Applebaum

        For nearly half a century, the State Department has reported annually on human-rights conditions in countries around the world. The purpose of this exercise is not to cast aspersions, but to collect and disseminate reliable information. Congress mandated the reports back in 1977, and since then, legislators and diplomats have used them to shape decisions about sanctions, foreign aid, immigration, and political asylum.Because the reports were perceived as relatively impartial, because they tried t...

      

      
        The Virtue of Integrity
        Peter Wehner

        Jean Guehenno lived in Nazi-occupied France, where, unlike so many of his contemporaries, he refused to write a word for a publishing industry under Nazi control. He felt shame about the Vichy government's collaboration with Nazi Germany. "What to make of French writers, who, to stay on the right side of the occupation authorities, decide to write about anything but the one thing all French people are thinking about," Guehenno asked in his journal, later published as Diary of the Dark Years, "or ...

      

      
        Vladimir Putin Could Be Laying a Trap
        Jonathan Lemire

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Vladimir Putin has had a tough few months. His military's much-feared summer offensive has made incremental gains in Ukraine but not nearly the advances he had hoped. His economy has sputtered. Donald Trump has grown fed up with Putin's repeated defiance of his calls for a cease-fire and, for the first time, has targeted the Russian president with consistently harsh rhetoric. Last week, Trump slapped one of R...

      

      
        Why RFK Jr.'s Anti-Vaccine Campaign Is Working
        Katherine J. Wu

        Four and a half years ago, fresh off the success of Operation Warp Speed, mRNA vaccines were widely considered--as President Donald Trump said in December 2020--a "medical miracle." Last week, the United States government decidedly reversed that stance when Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. canceled nearly half a billion dollars' worth of grants and contracts for mRNA-vaccine research.With Kennedy leading HHS, this about-face is easy to parse as yet another anti-vaccine m...

      

      
        Is This the Hardest Physical Contest in the World?
        Kevin Maurer

        Photographs by Kendrick BrinsonThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The United States Army, in business now for more than 250 years, comprises more than 450,000 soldiers. Of those, about a third are in combat arms, serving in armor, artillery, engineering, cyber, and aviation units. Some 56,000 are in the infantry, the "Queen of Battle," serving in units such as the 82nd Airborne Division and the 4th Infantry Division. These are the soldiers who...

      

      
        Will Trump Get His Potemkin Statistics?
        Brian Klaas

        In 2013, ahead of a scheduled visit from President Vladimir Putin to the small Russian town of Suzdal, local officials worried that he would be disappointed by the dilapidated buildings. In a modern revival of Grigory Potemkin's possibly apocryphal deception of Catherine the Great, they slapped exterior wallpaper onto buildings, hoping to hide the decaying concrete behind illustrations of charming village homes. It was intended as a comforting myth to keep Putin happy. (In the end, Putin never sh...
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        Trump Is Right That D.C. Has a Serious Crime Problem
        Charles Fain Lehman

        President Donald Trump yesterday announced what amounts to a federal takeover of law enforcement in the District of Columbia. He declared that he would deploy the National Guard and invoke an obscure provision of the city's charter to take control of the District's Metropolitan Police Department. This was all, he said, "to rescue our nation's capital from crime, bloodshed, bedlam, and squalor."Is crime in D.C., as Trump put it last week, "totally out of control"? Critics were quick to dismiss his...

      

      
        The AI Takeover of Education Is Just Getting Started
        Lila Shroff

        Rising seniors are the last class of students who remember high school before ChatGPT. But only just barely: OpenAI's chatbot was released months into their freshman year. Ever since then, writing essays hasn't required, well, writing. By the time these students graduate next spring, they will have completed almost four full years of AI high school.Gone already are the days when using AI to write an essay meant copying and pasting its response verbatim. To evade plagiarism detectors, kids now sti...

      

      
        What Happened When Canada Gave Citizens the Right to Die
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Nine years after Canada legalized assisted death--known formally as Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID--doctors are struggling to keep up with demand, Elaina Plott Calabro reports in a feature for our September issue. Clinicians are also reckoning with a philosophical question that gets more and more co...

      

      
        Why Housing Feels Hopeless
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the upcoming 80th anniversary of the end of World War II and what Donald Trump's recent statements about "Victory Day" reveal about how America is forgetting the meaning of peace, cooperation, and democratic leadership.Then David is joined by Glenn Kelman, the CEO of Redfin, for a candid look at the broken state of the U.S. housing market. Ke...

      

      
        A 'Hopefully Completely Unrelatable' Story About Marriage
        Olga Khazan

        In the late 1960s, Maurice and Maralyn Bailey sold their house in Derby, in Central England, and commissioned a 31-foot-long sailboat, the Auralyn. Seeking an escape from their boring lives and the dreary English weather, they planned to sail around the world. To "preserve their freedom from outside interference," as Maurice put it, they did not bring a radio transmitter aboard. Nine months after departing from the south of England in 1972, they made it through the Panama Canal and into the Pacif...

      

      
        Trump Forces His Opponents to Choose Between Bad Options
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker has made himself a spokesperson for Democratic resistance to Republican plans for a brazen mid-decade gerrymander, and on Sunday, he appeared on Meet the Press to state his case. "It's cheating," Pritzker said of the Texas redistricting that the president has demanded. "...
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Trump's Revenge Campaign Has a Weakness

Prosecuting his enemies is turning out to be more difficult than he'd hoped--at least for now.

by Quinta Jurecic


Etchings are seen on the walls near an entrance to the Department of Justice building on July 19, 2025, in Washington, D.C. (Roberto Schmidt / Getty)



In November 2017, less than a year into his first term as president, Donald Trump publicly confronted a depressing reality. The traditions of Justice Department independence, he lamented in a radio interview, limited his ability to order an investigation of Hillary Clinton. It was "the saddest thing," he said. "I'm not supposed to be doing the kind of things I would love to be doing, and I am very frustrated by it."

This time around, Trump is not similarly encumbered. During the interregnum between his terms, MAGA's would-be philosophers built out the intellectual architecture for a presidential takeover of the Justice Department. Once Trump was back in office, the new administration set about filling DOJ leadership with loyalists and firing anyone who might object to abuses of power. The president, insistent that he was the victim of persecution by federal law enforcement, now seeks to turn the same apparatus against his enemies. In a representative Truth Social post last month, he shared an AI-generated video of Barack Obama being handcuffed by FBI agents and dragged out of the Oval Office.

But Trump's plan to leverage the DOJ for his campaign of revenge is not generating the results he might have hoped for, and not just because Obama remains a free man. The Justice Department has been slow to move forward with the investigations Trump demanded, hemmed in by the constraints of the legal system. Federal prosecutors targeting protesters and Democratic politicians have been dealt embarrassing defeats. American criminal law appears to be a less flexible tool in the hands of an authoritarian than Trump hoped--at least for now.

Attorney General Pam Bondi identified herself right away as an enthusiastic participant in the president's personal-retribution project, launching a "Weaponization Working Group" in February that would examine past investigations of Trump. In recent weeks, the department appears to have moved toward a potential criminal investigation of officials involved in the 2016 probe of Russian election interference. Outside the Justice Department, the Office of Special Counsel has opened an investigation into Jack Smith, the former special counsel who, from 2022 to 2024, oversaw the two federal criminal prosecutions of Trump for potential violations of the Hatch Act, which restricts political activities by government employees. (Despite its name, the Office of Special Counsel is an independent agency with no relationship to Smith's old shop.)

Jonathan Chait: Trump's desperate move to quiet the Epstein scandal

This is one model of law enforcement as a weapon: specific targeting of preexisting villains. Around the country, meanwhile, federal prosecutors handpicked by Trump are experimenting with another: cracking down on dissent. Anti-ICE protesters, and even Democratic elected officials pushing for oversight of immigration enforcement, have faced criminal charges.

Attorney General Robert Jackson famously warned in 1940 that the federal prosecutor "has more control over life, liberty, and reputation than any other person in America." Still, prosecutorial authority has limits. A prosecutor has to find a crime to charge in the first place. If the offense is serious enough, the prosecutor must also be able to persuade a grand jury to issue an indictment. And if the defendant refuses to plead guilty, the prosecutor must persuade a petit jury to convict. These are far from insurmountable barriers; on the contrary, as criminal-justice reformers have long argued, the deck is stacked in favor of the prosecution. But the Trump administration keeps tripping up on them anyway.

After June protests against ICE raids in Los Angeles, the office of Acting U.S. Attorney Bill Essayli filed more than 35 felony prosecutions, mostly for alleged assault of federal officers. But the Los Angeles Times and Bloomberg report that prosecutors were unable to persuade a grand jury to indict in several cases, as is required for felony charges. Court records show that in the weeks following the protests, the office moved to dismiss at least eight cases and downgraded another five to misdemeanors. (In one instance, the office charged a case as a felony, dropped it to a misdemeanor, and then recharged it as a felony a month and a half later, this time with an indictment in hand. Prosecutors have secured indictments in at least 12 cases, though two of those were later dismissed and a third indictment originally identified the defendant by the wrong name.) For context, in 2016, the last year for which data are available, the Bureau of Justice Statistics recorded only six refusals by grand juries out of roughly 180,000 cases pursued by federal prosecutors around the country. In more ordinary times, the old saying that a grand jury would indict a ham sandwich is not far off.

On the opposite coast, the U.S. Attorney's Office for the District of New Jersey has dealt with an embarrassment of its own. The office's interim leader, Alina Habba (until recently one of Trump's personal lawyers), filed trespassing charges against Newark Mayor Ras Baraka after he attempted to visit an ICE detention facility in his city. "NO ONE IS ABOVE THE LAW," Habba trumpeted on X. Two weeks later, however, prosecutors moved to dismiss the charges. The magistrate judge handling the case chastened the office over its failure to "thoughtfully consider the implications of your actions before wielding your immense power." (Baraka, sitting in the courtroom during the hearing, was overheard commenting afterward, "Jesus, he tore these people a new asshole.")

Bondi, meanwhile, is struggling to respond to the president's demands to prosecute people involved in perpetrating what Trump calls the "Russia hoax." The biggest challenge there is that there was no hoax; as both Special Counsel Robert Mueller and a bipartisan Senate intelligence report concluded, Russia really did try to help Trump win the 2016 election. For that matter, even if the Justice Department could somehow identify a crime, any number of legal issues could trip up a prosecution--including the fact that the conduct in question took place almost 10 years ago, well past the typical five-year window for charging an offense. According to The New York Times, the attorney general was caught unawares by Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard's release of documents from 2016, and displeased about the political pressure from the right to launch an investigation in response. Despite an exciting headline from Fox News--"DOJ Launching Grand Jury Investigation Into Russiagate Conspiracy Allegations"--all Bondi appears to have done is ask prosecutors to possibly present grand jurors with evidence. When a grand jury will actually convene, and indeed whether it ever will, is not clear.

Bondi's hedging on Russia hints at a broader awareness within the Justice Department that securing indictments, much less guilty verdicts, may be a problem. In May, Ed Martin, the crusading Trump supporter who is now leading the Justice Department's Weaponization Working Group, suggested that if the department were unable to charge "bad actors" with crimes, it would settle for naming and shaming them publicly. (This would be a departure from long-running department policy, which holds that "no legitimate governmental interest" is served by publicly voicing allegations against individuals without an accompanying criminal case.) Similarly, the investigation of Jack Smith might be a tacit admission of how little the administration has to go on here: The harshest penalty that the Office of Special Counsel could demand would be Smith's dismissal from government service, but he has already resigned.

Shane Harris: The 'Russia hoax,' revisited

These challenges are similar to ones that Trump ran into during his first term. In fact, the FBI's 2016 election-interference investigation was already the subject of an investigation by Special Counsel John Durham, which began in 2019. Despite MAGA hype, Durham's probe was a flop: He brought three criminal cases concerning alleged wrongdoing around the Russia investigation, two of which ended in acquittals by juries. (A third led to a former FBI lawyer being sentenced to probation after pleading guilty to having altered an email.) And a shaky criminal probe into former Deputy FBI Director Andrew McCabe, whom Trump had seized on as a symbol of the nefarious "deep state," quietly ground to a halt without charges being filed. It's difficult to say exactly what happened in the McCabe case because of strict rules around grand-jury secrecy, but one possibility is that jurors declined to issue an indictment.

Still, the jury system will not always act as a defense against abuses. The same day that Baraka's case was dismissed, Habba announced her intent to indict Democratic Representative LaMonica McIver for "forcibly impeding and interfering with federal officers" when attempting to shield Baraka from arrest. A grand jury returned the indictment. McIver has pleaded not guilty, but others might make different calculations: The overwhelming majority of criminal cases end with plea deals, because defendants decide against taking their chances in court. Meanwhile, the Justice Department recently sent out grand-jury subpoenas targeting New York Attorney General Letitia James over investigations by her office into Trump and the National Rifle Association. Fox News reports that another investigation may be under way into Trump's claims of supposed mortgage fraud by James and Democratic Senator Adam Schiff. Even if the harassment of James and Schiff goes nowhere, criminal investigations like these can be a grueling experience for the defendant, especially given the enormous cost of paying for a defense lawyer.

A jury is in essence a democratic institution, requiring citizens to exercise their judgment in a model of shared deliberation that is at odds with Trump's autocratic tendencies. In the colonial era, grand juries sometimes refused to indict protesters against the Crown; in the decades before the Civil War, both grand and petit juries nullified prosecutions under the Fugitive Slave Act. Yet although the American jury system can be a powerful tool in the fight for self-government, it has not always been a reliable one. Juries also helped build the foundations of the Jim Crow South by shielding white Southerners from legal accountability for racial terror. So far, the system has held up against Trump's encroachment. But the rapid erosion of democratic life in the United States over the past six months is a reminder of how quickly things can change.
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The Damage to Economic Data May Already Be Done

Donald Trump's choice to run the Bureau of Labor Statistics doesn't have to manipulate any numbers to undermine the reliability of the government's jobs reports.

by Egan Reich




If you have been closely following the ongoing Bureau of Labor Statistics story--in which Donald Trump fired then-Commissioner Erika McEntarfer after being displeased by the bureau's July jobs report and selected the Heritage Foundation economist E. J. Antoni to succeed her--you will have heard an unusual consensus about the airtight political independence of the agency and the people who work there. Among BLS employees, including former Commissioner William Beach, whom Trump appointed in his first term, a fierce loyalty to the data is bone deep.

Antoni does not appear to share that spirit of independence, nor does he seem to have a great deal of talent for economics or statistics, according to economists from across the political spectrum. Even so, his power to avoid future reports that embarrass Trump appears to be limited. In an interview recorded on August 4, before his nomination, Antoni proposed eliminating the monthly release of employment data, but the administration has already insisted that that won't happen. BLS data may not be completely tamper-proof, but they're pretty close. The sharpest economic minds in this country, both inside and outside the bureau, pay meticulous attention to the deepest layers of the data, many strata below the headline-unemployment rate and change-in-payroll employment. Deceiving them all would be very hard to do.

Unfortunately, that might not matter. Antoni doesn't have to manipulate any data to undermine the reliability of the government's economic statistics. That damage might already have been done.

I was a career press official at the Department of Labor who prepared a series of labor secretaries for their TV appearances early on the first Friday morning of every month. The release of the jobs report--"Jobs Day"--is a marquee event in this little corner of the federal government, when the press and the financial world's attention is fixed on the plaza of the Frances Perkins Building, in Washington. I lasted only one Jobs Day into the tenure of Trump's labor secretary, Lori Chavez-DeRemer, before taking DOGE's buyout deal. I decided to leave the government in large part out of fear of precisely the kind of demands for oaths of political loyalty that were being threatened then and are now being implicitly exacted on every career civil servant at the BLS.

Brian Klaas: Will Trump get his Potemkin statistics?

Most labor secretaries, understanding the power of jobs data to create or destroy value in the financial markets, have taken a sober and restrained approach to these press appearances. Then there's Chavez-DeRemer. One of her prime talking points has been that "native-born workers have accounted for all job gains since Inauguration Day." Every single one. Not a single Russian surgeon or Canadian blackjack dealer got a job after January 20 of this year. In fact, the BLS makes no such assertion. The claim is absurd on its face--the kind of political catnip that a Cabinet secretary in the Trump administration is expected to put forward without shame, as a kind of homage to the boss.

The existence of an independent BLS commissioner is predicated on the idea that someone needs to talk about the labor market who is never tempted to say such things. It's a public service, primarily for investors. Might a member of the Cabinet say something iffy as a result of her political loyalties? That's not ideal, but here's someone else you can listen to who doesn't have that problem. Until now, this arrangement allowed the president's representative to attempt to convince the public of the effectiveness of his priorities while reinforcing the objective, nonpartisan genesis of the underlying data. If the BLS commissioner is now every bit the political animal that the labor secretary is, then what is the purpose of the BLS commissioner?

I am not a statistician; perhaps Antoni can mandate methodological deviations that bias the numbers in Trump's preferred direction. But I don't think he needs to. Confidence in the bureau is already badly weakened. This is about more than just our trust as consumers of the jobs report, because we are also its producers. To create its reports, the BLS needs businesses and citizens to take the time to respond to surveys about changes to their payroll and about who is going to work or looking for a job in their household. Even before Trump won the election last November, the trend in survey responsiveness was declining, posing an existential threat to the robustness of the data.

The appointment of a transparent partisan to the head of the BLS is unlikely to improve matters. Why should we take the time to report our economic circumstances to the government if we believe the government isn't interested in the truth? If fewer Americans think that contributing to the creation of these reports is a valuable use of their time, the civil servants at the BLS will struggle to produce reliable numbers, regardless of what policies Antoni puts into place. The damage to our understanding of the economy would be far more consequential than a month of bad jobs numbers.
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How States Could Throw University Science a Lifeline

There's a way to respond to Trump's brutal and reckless funding cutbacks--and it doesn't need Washington's permission.

by L. Rafael Reif




Whatever halfway measures Congress or the courts may take to stop President Donald Trump's assault on universities, they will not change the fact that a profound agreement has been broken: Since World War II, the U.S. government has funded basic research at universities, with the understanding that the discoveries and innovations that result would benefit the U.S. economy and military, as well as the health of the nation's citizens. But under President Trump--who has already targeted more than $3 billion in research funding for termination and hopes to cut much more, while at the same time increasing the tax on endowments and threatening the ability of universities to enroll international students--the federal government has become an unreliable and brutally coercive partner.

The question for universities is, what now?

It will take time for research universities to find a new long-term financial model that allows science and medicine to continue advancing--a model much less dependent on the federal government. But right now universities don't have time. The problem with recklessly cutting billions in funds the way the Trump administration has done--not just at elite private universities such as Harvard and Columbia but also at public research universities across the country--is that "stop-start" simply doesn't work in science.

If a grant is snatched away today, researchers are let go, graduate students are turned away, and clinical trials are halted with potentially devastating consequences for patients. Unused equipment gathers dust, samples spoil, lab animals are euthanized. Top scientists move their laboratories to other countries, which are happy to welcome this talent, much as the United States welcomed German scientists in the 1930s. Meanwhile, the best students around the world enroll elsewhere, where good science is still being done and their legal status is not up in the air. The result, ultimately, is that the U.S. leaves it to other nations to discover a cure for Alzheimer's disease or diabetes, or to make fusion energy practicable.

Read: How many times can science funding be canceled?

No easy substitute exists for federal support of academic R&D--the scale of the investment is just too large. In fiscal year 2023, federal funding for university research amounted to about $60 billion nationwide. University-endowment spending, as reported by the "2024 NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments," is just half that--$30 billion, with much of the money earmarked for financial aid. Universities by themselves cannot save American science, engineering, and medicine.

However, there is also no easy substitute within the American economy for university-based research--universities are the only major institutions that do what they do. The kind of curiosity-driven rather than profit-driven research pursued by universities is too risky for private corporations. By and large, industry conducts research to achieve milestones along a well-considered road map. It is up to universities to find the new roads and educate the experts who know how to travel them. Those roads are where the real potential for growth lies. After all, the internet and the artificial neural networks that enable generative AI arose out of basic research at U.S. universities. So did the most fundamental discoveries in molecular biology, which are now enabling astonishing one-time treatments that are potential cures for painful genetic diseases such as sickle cell.

University research is particularly important in states where technology-intensive industries have grown up around the talent and ideas that universities generate--states such as Washington, California, New York, Massachusetts, Texas, Maryland, and North Carolina. Although the Trump administration may characterize federal research grants as wasteful spending, they are really an investment, one with higher returns than federal investment in infrastructure or private investment in R&D.

There is a way forward--a way to bridge the huge gap in funding. It starts with the assumption that a bridge will be needed for several years, until some measure of sanity and federal support returns. It is based on the premise that, because universities are not the sole nor even the most significant beneficiaries of the scientific research they conduct, they should not be alone in trying to save their R&D operations. And it is focused not on Washington but on the individual states that have relied most on federal research spending.

These states have the power to act unilaterally. They can set up emergency funds to replace canceled federal grants, allowing universities to keep their labs open until a shaky present gives way to a sturdier future. These states can also create incentives for corporations, investors, philanthropists, and of course universities themselves to step up in extraordinary ways at a time of emergency.

This is not merely wishful thinking. Massachusetts has already made moves in this direction. At the end of July, Governor Maura Healey introduced legislation that would put $400 million of state funds into university-based research and research partnerships. Half would go to public colleges and universities, and half to other institutions, including private research universities and academic hospitals. Obviously, with $2.6 billion of multiyear research grants threatened at Harvard alone, action by the state will cover only part of the funding deficit, but it will help.

It makes perfect sense for Massachusetts to be the first state to try to stanch the bleeding. With just 2 percent of the nation's workforce, Massachusetts is home to more than 11 percent of all R&D jobs in the country. It has the highest per capita funding from the National Institutes of Health and National Science Foundation in the U.S. Every federal dollar invested in academic science in Massachusetts generates about $2 in economic return for the state. And that's before taking into account the economic impact of any discoveries.

In particular, Massachusetts has a powerful biomedical-research ecosystem to protect. But each state has its own strategic imperatives, and many ways to structure such emergency funds exist. Because the grants canceled by the Trump administration have already undergone the federal peer-review process, states don't need to force themselves into the challenging business of judging the worthiness of individual research proposals. They could make a large difference simply by refilling the vessels that have been abruptly emptied, possibly with grants that allow the universities to prioritize the most important projects.

States could require that, in exchange for state help, universities must raise matching funds from their donors. In addition, states could launch their own philanthropic funds, as Massachusetts is also doing. Philanthropy--which already contributes an estimated $13 billion a year to university research through foundations, individual gifts, and the income on gifts to university endowments--is particularly important at this moment. As federal-grant awards become scarcer, it is a fair bet that federal-funding agencies will become more risk averse.

Philanthropists have always played an important role in encouraging unconventional thinking because they are willing to fund the very earliest stages of discovery. For example, the philanthropists Ted and Vada Stanley funded a center at MIT and Harvard's Broad Institute specifically to explore the biological basis of psychiatric disorders. In a landmark 2016 study, researchers there found strong evidence of a molecular mechanism underlying schizophrenia, establishing the first distinct connection in the disorder between gene variants and a biological process. Foundations can also launch sweeping projects that bring together communities of scientists from different organizations to advance a field, such as the Sloan Digital Sky Survey, which has mapped a third of the night sky, or the Sloan Deep Carbon Observatory, which studied the carbon cycle beneath the surface of the Earth.

Read: Inside the collapse at the NIH

States could also incentivize their business communities to be part of the rescue operation, perhaps by offering to match industry contributions to academic R&D. Some sectors, such as the biopharmaceutical industry, are particularly reliant on university discoveries. NIH-funded research contributed to more than 99 percent of all new drugs approved in the U.S. from 2010 to 2019. But China is now catching up to the U.S. in drug innovation. American biopharmaceutical companies are already dependent on China for raw materials. If they don't want to become completely reliant on China for breakthrough drugs as well--and able to access only those drugs that China is willing to share--they should do what they can to help save what has long been the world's greatest system for biomedical research.

The same is true for science-based technology companies in fields that include quantum computing, artificial intelligence, semiconductors, and batteries. Academic breakthroughs underlie the products and services they sell. If they want to remain ahead of their global competition, they should help support the next generation of breakthroughs and the next generation of students who will contribute to those breakthroughs.

Among those who would benefit from keeping U.S. university labs open are the venture capitalists and other investors who profit from the commercialization of university ideas. From 1996 to 2020, academic research generated 141,000 U.S. patents, spun out 18,000 companies, supported 6.5 million jobs, and contributed $1 trillion to the GDP. One of those spinouts was named Google. In our current state of emergency, investment firms should be considering ways to provide a lifeline to the university-based science that supports a high-tech economy.

Governors and other leaders in states with major research universities will need to work quickly and decisively, bringing various parties together in order to stave off disaster. But what is the alternative? If states, corporations, donors, and other stakeholders do nothing, there will be fewer American ideas to invest in, fewer American therapies to benefit from, and fewer advanced manufacturing industries making things in the U.S.

No contributions from elsewhere can completely replace broad-based federal support for university R&D. But until that returns, states with a lot on the line economically offer the best hope of limiting the losses and salvaging U.S. science.
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Trump Wants a China Deal That Benefits Him, Not the U.S.

After giving ground on AI chips, which other concessions will the president make?

by Michael Schuman




After making a show of getting tough on China, President Donald Trump desperately needs a trade agreement to prove that his disruptive tactics get results. This week, the United States and China agreed to extend their negotiations, avoiding--for now--another round of tariffs that would have hurt business between the world's two largest economies. But the president's newfound willingness to allow the export of vital AI chips to China indicates that an eventual deal could imperil American interests. Eager for a pact, Trump may give up more than he receives.

In 2022, then-President Joe Biden prohibited the export of advanced AI chips to China. Just four months ago, Trump expanded those restrictions. This week, though, Trump confirmed the details of an unusual arrangement effectively reversing that move: The American companies Nvidia and Advanced Micro Devices will be allowed to sell certain chips to Chinese firms if the companies give the U.S. government a 15 percent cut of the revenue from these sales. In essence, Trump sold exemptions to technology-export controls that many experts consider crucial to protecting American security. In a letter last month, Matt Pottinger, who was Trump's deputy national security adviser during the president's first term, and 19 other policy professionals urged the administration not to allow the sale of Nvidia's H20 chip to China, calling the decision a "strategic misstep that endangers the United States' economic and military edge in artificial intelligence."

Derek Thompson: The disturbing rise of MAGA Maoism

Trump may see the arrangement not as a national-security issue but as a business deal: There's a lot of money to be made selling chips to China, and now the U.S. government will materially benefit. But Trump must also realize that he's made a concession to Chinese President Xi Jinping. Beijing has persistently demanded that Washington remove U.S. export controls on advanced chips, and Xi personally pressed Biden for relief without success. Trump justified his flip-flop by arguing that the H20 chip is not among Nvidia's most high-powered products. He's right about that, but it's far from outdated. Chinese companies crave the H20 to help them deploy AI services. Indeed, the demand for the H20 appears to have alarmed Chinese authorities, who would prefer that local companies use homemade alternatives. Even as Beijing fights the U.S. restrictions, officials have tried slowing the rush by signaling in state media that the Nvidia chip is unsafe. Although Chinese designers have developed a similar chip, they are unable to produce enough, also due to U.S. restrictions that prevent them from using the top chip manufacturer, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company.

Trump has left the door open to further concessions. Because China's tech industry still can't match Nvidia's AI chips, Beijing is likely to prod Trump to ease restrictions on more advanced semiconductors. Rather than firmly committing to export controls, Trump suggested on Monday that he would be open to permitting Nvidia to sell China downgraded versions of its most powerful chips.

Xi has every reason to ask for more. Trump's desire for a deal gives Chinese leaders leverage. And given Trump's pattern of sudden policy reversals, he has likely left an impression that anything could be on the table. Beijing is clearly all in on the negotiations. According to U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, the Chinese government sent 75 officials to the most recent round of talks, in Stockholm in late July, compared with his own skeleton crew of 15.

"Xi now feels more emboldened to probe for a wider range of potential concessions, not only economic but also security concessions," Ali Wyne, an expert on U.S.-China relations at the International Crisis Group, told me. Wyne fears this could lead to a "lopsided bargain" in China's favor.

Thomas Wright: Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan

Xi has already gained on his top-priority issue: Taiwan. He urged Trump to approach Taiwan "with prudence" during a phone conversation in June, according to the Chinese government's official summary. Washington then reportedly canceled meetings with Taiwan's defense minister, a step that surely pleased Beijing, which strives to isolate the island's government. The Trump administration also appears to have discouraged Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te from making stopovers in U.S. cities while en route to Latin America for diplomatic visits.

Xi has done little in exchange. Beijing's most significant goodwill gesture was a June decision to restrict the sale of two chemicals that are used to make the illegal fentanyl circulating on American streets, an issue of utmost importance to the Trump team. But Beijing's action on curtailing the fentanyl trade will likely remain conditional on Trump's good behavior. Trump recently called on Xi in a social-media post to buy more U.S.-grown soybeans--which would be great for some American farmers, but is hardly an even swap for China's access to high-tech chips. Meanwhile, Xi has deftly created and deployed levers of pressure. Amid the escalating trade war in April, Beijing imposed controls on the export to the U.S. of rare-earth metals--an industry that China dominates--and then used their easing as a negotiating tool.

In the end, Xi may not get all he wants. But he is winning just by talking. China's leaders have apparently learned that they can distract Trump from more strategic issues by haggling with him over tariff rates and soybean sales. The desire for a deal has so consumed the Trump team that any grander strategy to contend with China's growing power seems to have gotten lost. Last week, Trump imposed high tariffs on India in an attempt to compel New Delhi to curtail purchases of Russian oil--angering a potential partner in the global competition with China.

Friendlier relations with China are certainly better than open hostility. The question has always been: At what cost? Trump may eventually seal a trade deal with China that benefits him, but not necessarily the nation.
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A Radical Answer to the Fentanyl Crisis

The conclusion of our three-part series, <em>No Easy Fix</em>

by Ethan Brooks




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

In July, President Donald Trump issued an executive order calling for an expansion of involuntary commitment--forcing people into treatment facilities--in response to the homelessness crisis. San Francisco has been attempting such an expansion for the past 19 months. What can the rest of the country learn from California?

This is the final episode in a three-part series from Radio Atlantic, No Easy Fix, about homelessness and addiction in San Francisco.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. Today, we have the third episode of our series about San Francisco and what it takes to escape homelessness and addiction.

Last week, we talked to San Francisco Mayor Daniel Lurie.

Daniel Lurie: We, as a city, just got to this point where we were like, If somebody wants to keep harming themselves and, really, killing themselves, that's their right.


Rosin: And we followed Evan, who is trying to get off the streets, through a critical 48-hour period.

Evan: I don't know where to go. And it's raining, and I'm cold, and I'm hungry (Laughs.) And I'm over it. I'm so over it.


Rosin: This week, Evan is missing, and he badly needs medical care. We follow the search for Evan, and we look at a new experiment with involuntary treatment. Here's reporter Ethan Brooks.

(Phone rings.)
 Liz Breuilly: Hello?
 Ethan Brooks: Hey.
 Breuilly: How you doing?
 Brooks: I'm doing all right. You know ...


Brooks: It's been a few weeks now since anyone's seen Evan. The last time I saw him was late at night, in the Mission District. He needed urgent medical care for his leg, which was swollen and infected, and he planned to go to the hospital.

Breuilly: I'm actually really worried about him.


Brooks: And then he disappeared.

Breuilly: He could lose his leg, you know? That's why, when we separated, I was really clear with him--that he understood that his leg was not gonna get better on its own.


Brooks: When Liz can't find someone, usually at least someone out there, one of the many missing people Liz has found over the years, has seen that person around. But not this time.

Breuilly: No one's seen him. I was like, Yeah, have you seen Evan around? They're like, No, why? Is everything--I was like, I don't know. He's, like, missing, missing.


[Music]

Brooks: Typically, when someone with an addiction like Evan's disappears, it's not some big mystery what they're up to. Evan's best friend, Joe, who lives out in Washington, has been through this more than once.

Joe Wynne: I was gonna have him get a tattoo with my phone number on it.
 Brooks: (Laughs.) That's a great idea.
 Wynne: Yeah, yeah. (Laughs.) But he disappeared on me.


Brooks: This time is different. When Liz called the hospitals, none of them had any records of Evan. She checked arrest records--no sign of him there either. The shelter where he'd been staying for the past few weeks, they also hadn't seen him.

It's one thing to not make it to the hospital or into treatment, but why would Evan stop sleeping at the shelter he's been going to for weeks?

Brooks: Are you worried?


Wynne: I mean, I expect Evan to die out there--100 percent, that's how this ends: in the streets, in a bad way. As his best friend, I have seen no pieces of evidence that persisted beyond 72 hours of him heading in any other direction, and I've seen 10,000 pieces of evidence of him headed towards death: He's been shot. He's been run over. He's been dead in the street and revived with Narcan, like, umpteen fucking times. Overdosing is, like, a weekend for Evan. So the question is like, What on the list of human experience is left to Evan that he hasn't done?


Brooks: Recently, I've been thinking about something Evan told me the first time we met. When Liz asked him what he thought it would take to get clean, he said, "I can't be trusted. I can't have the privilege to do anything." Liz put it more bluntly and said, "You need to be locked in a cell."

At the time, this struck me as sort of tongue-in-cheek, something to acknowledge the seriousness of Evan's addiction. But now that he was missing, and in urgent need of medical care, I was wondering if he actually meant it.

Not so long ago, there was a consensus in places like San Francisco that forceful confinement of drug-addicted people, of the type practiced at an astonishing scale during the War on Drugs, was not the path forward. But in the face of the crisis on the street, and the toll of that crisis on the city, San Francisco is expanding a system that would force people off the street and into involuntary treatment. And elsewhere, not so far away, a system of forced care is already in full effect.

[Music]

From The Atlantic, this is No Easy Fix Episode 3, "A Golden Opportunity."

[Music]

Sam Quinones: I didn't really want to write about addiction or health or anything about that; I really just wanted to write about Mexican heroin traffickers.


Brooks: For someone who didn't want to write about addiction, Sam Quinones has written about it a lot. He was one of the first journalists covering the rise of prescription pain pills and has been covering the opioid crisis in his books--and sometimes in The Atlantic--ever since.

In that time, Sam has seen a lot of money spent on solutions to this problem, a lot of ideas tried, and a lot of failure.

Quinones: I would say now, after 15 years of this and after watching so many people die, I've gotten to a point where I'm not gonna nod and smile at bullshit, when what we really need to be doing is rethinking how this is done.


Brooks: How recovery is done in America is not one cohesive thing. Some people are given the choice between rehab and jail, and choose rehab. Others have been referred from the hospital or pressured by family. You might be able to stay for a few months or just a month, depending on what you can afford and what Medicaid can pay for.

What unifies recovery in America are the results. Compared to Western Europe's, our system is more expensive, has higher relapse rates and more overdoses.

The reason I called Sam is because now, in the face of such persistent failure, he's part of a growing and surprising coalition of people calling for a different approach.

Quinones: I really believe that we have been wasting a magnificent golden opportunity for decades in jail because for so many people, the blessed day was the day they were arrested and they got off the street. A lot of people don't wanna hear that, but in my opinion, that's been a revelation.


Brooks: Sam knows, and I know, that for many people, calling jail for drug use "a magnificent golden opportunity" can be an unpopular position. For as many people as "the blessed day was the day they were arrested," there are others for whom such an arrest led to nothing but pain and instability.

Historically, up to 75 percent of incarcerated people with opioid-use disorder will relapse within three months of release. Many of them do so having lost their tolerance, which sends the risk of overdose and death through the roof--which is one of the reasons why many people think this is not the way forward.

Quinones: That's just nonsense. There's a lot of people for whom it doesn't work at certain times, but the idea that nobody ever found sobriety after being arrested and being forcibly removed from the streets thats--I mean, I can't tell you how nonsensical that idea is--


Brooks: Not so much that nobody ever got sober, but, like, the question of what should be the dominant way that we deal with treatment and recovery...


Quinones: Well, I mean, it depends what drugs you're talking about. Marijuana, maybe not. Alcohol, maybe not. With fentanyl, I have to say, I think it's absolutely essential.


One of the effects of fentanyl is to turn people into folded people: So they are bent at the waist, their chins are almost touching their shoelaces, almost groveling before the drug, subservient. It is completely domineering and requires you to be taking it all day long.


Brooks: Sam's argument is for involuntary treatment--in this case, jail-based recovery pods--not as a means to some other end, but as a tool for individual recovery.

Quinones: You just can't get ready for treatment on the street in the time it takes for meth to drive you mad and fentanyl to kill you.


Brooks: Sam isn't the only one calling for an expansion of involuntary treatment.

Archival (Fox News):  President Trump signing an executive order to end homelessness that has taken over public streets. So let's take a look at how he aims to do this.


Brooks: A few weeks ago, on July 24, President Trump signed an executive order called "Ending Crime and Disorder on America's Streets." The order makes it easier to clear homeless encampments; it blocks funding for safe-injection sites, predicates housing assistance on addiction treatment--and one other major change.

Archival (Fox News): It also supports involuntary treatment, which is crucial if you're gonna get people off the streets, who are, who don't wanna get off the streets and don't wanna quit drugs.


Brooks: Involuntary treatment, or as the order puts it, "shifting homeless individuals into long-term institutional settings."

What the order calls for, in short, is an expansion of institutionalization, both for people with severe mental illness and for people with severe addiction, like Evan.

It's the sort of thing that doesn't sound very "San Francisco," but on the subject of forcing people into long-term care, the city is actually way out ahead of Trump on this one--nearly two years ahead.

[Music]

Susan Eggman:   When we closed the state hospitals, we didn't quite realize like, Oh, they are serving a purpose. These people are being safely housed here. They have food, they have care, they have shelter, all these things.


Brooks: Susan Eggman is a former California State Senator, a Democrat, who served in the Senate from 2020 to 2024. And right out of the gate, Susan set out to make it easier to commit people against their will.

Eggman: We swing as a society, right? We were locking everybody up, throwing away the key, for their safety, for our safety. But now we've realized it was not bad to treat people; it's bad to warehouse like we were doing. But there has to be someplace in between.


I mean, I tried for years--I couldn't even get hearings in committees, right?
 Brooks: Oh really?
 Eggman: The judicial committee would be just like, (Laughs.) Get outta here, Eggman, right? I mean, I'm a huge ACLU lover, right, but they hate me when they see me coming with this stuff.


Brooks: The reason the ACLU is so strongly opposed to changing the law is that it's no small thing to rescind someone's freedom when they haven't committed any crime. America has a long and dark history with this--a system of asylums and hospitals that would drug, shock, even lobotomize patients. The ACLU calls "conservatorship," that's the present-day system of involuntary commitment in California, "the most extreme deprivation of civil liberties, aside from the death penalty."

But after years of bargaining and pushing, Susan broke through. In October of 2023, Gavin Newsom signed Susan Eggman's bill--it's called S.B. 43--into law.

The law dramatically expanded the pool of people who qualify for involuntary treatment. Now people who can't provide for their own personal safety, or necessary medical care, qualify. So do people with severe substance-use disorder.

Neglecting medical care, severe substance-use disorder--that sounds like Evan.

[Music]

Two months after Susan's bill became law, San Francisco put the new rules into effect, while just about every other county in California decided to wait.

So now, 19 months into this experiment, with Evan missing, I wanted to see how and if this system might work for him.

Brooks: Can you introduce yourself?


April Sloan: I'm April Sloan. I am the assistant deputy chief of the Community Paramedicine Division of the San Francisco Fire Department.


Brooks: In case you didn't catch that, April Sloan is an assistant deputy chief in the San Francisco Fire Department--also a very fast talker.

April's team, called EMS-6, is at the cutting edge of implementing this expanded involuntary system.

EMS-6 deals almost entirely in extremes: the most mentally ill, the most uncooperative, and the most severely drug addicted in San Francisco--in short, exactly the people that the city has in mind when expanding involuntary treatment.

April sees people who qualify for involuntary treatment all the time--among others, people with severe substance-use disorder and people with chronic medical neglect.

Sloan:  We see a lot of people with wounds that they're not getting treatment for.
 Brooks: Yeah. A lot of amputations and stuff?
 Sloan: Lots--I've never seen the amount of amputations like this. It's crazy.


Brooks: The way the system is supposed to work is like a ladder: The bottom rung is EMS-6, or a clinician or the police. I reached out to the San Francisco Police Department for this story and didn't get a response.

If EMS-6 thinks a patient requires involuntary treatment, they take the patient to the hospital. Eddy Bird, a captain on EMS-6, does plenty of this. He's spent his whole career on ambulances--which, before he worked at EMS-6, made Eddy a pretty popular guy.

Eddy Bird:  When somebody's collapsed and had a heart attack in front of their house, and they're laying on the sidewalk, everybody's real happy to see an ambulance rolling up. And the minute you put somebody in an ambulance, you drive away, everybody's real happy to see you driving towards the hospital.


Brooks: When those types of patients arrive at the hospital, everyone knows what to do. But on EMS-6, it's different.

Bird:  Sometimes they've just got chronic needs, and we keep bringing them to the hospitals, and the staff now at the hospitals is like, Why do you keep bringing them here?


Brooks: EMS-6 is sending people to the emergency department for involuntary treatment; the hospitals are sending them right back out to the street. It's possible that individual doctors aren't buying into the new rules--don't believe that severe substance-use disorder merits such an extreme deprivation of civil liberty. But it's certain that the infrastructure required to make this expansion work, doesn't yet exist.

In the long-term locked facilities meant for involuntary treatment, there is a desperate shortage of staff and beds. This isn't just the case in San Francisco, cities across the country are scrambling to deal with a rise in psychiatric emergencies, including a spike in suicidality among young people. They are struggling to finance an effective response

This shortage funnels more and more people into the only place they can go: the emergency department.

Sloan:  To be clear, EDs are not meant to treat people with psychiatric disorders or substance-use issues. Policy dictates that we have to take them to the hospital for a medical evaluation, so we do that. But then, they are discharged to the street.


Brooks: Which leaves Eddy and April and their team trying solutions that feel surreal.

April told me one story about a client of theirs that was suicidal--he had told them as much. They kept getting 911 calls reporting that he had walked into traffic. EMS-6 would take him to the hospital, and the hospital would discharge him. This happened so many times that eventually one of the captains began to just follow this man around and just stop traffic when he stepped into the street.

With no way to keep this client out of oncoming traffic, EMS-6 kept traffic away from their client.

[Music]

Bird:  Every day, you go out to people that don't wanna see you, to people that are calling, that are angry because you're not fixing the problems, because you don't have the tools or the resources to fix these problems. So, nobody wants to see you. They're like, Oh, you're not doing anything. You're not fixing any problems. You don't fucking do anything.


Brooks: Since the adoption of this expanded involuntary treatment 19 months ago, the number of people placed into long-term involuntary care has hardly changed. The number of conservatorships initiated solely for severe substance-use disorder is zero.

So to the question of if this is a system that might have benefited Evan, the answer is a resounding no.

[Music]

Brooks:  Before anyone can think about locking Evan away, and whether that would be compassionate or monstrous, there's one thing that is not up for debate: You can't lock Evan up if you can't find him. And at the moment, no one knows where he is.

It's early April now, and Evan has been missing for over a month. The last time they spoke, Liz told Evan that his leg would not improve on its own. She told him to get to a hospital immediately. Then he disappeared.

Wynne: Wanna go for a walk?


Brooks: So Joe Wynne, Evan's best friend, has flown to San Francisco to find him.

Wynne: Look, this is my "missing" poster for Evan.


Brooks: Joe is sitting in Liz's car, showing off a template he's downloaded onto his phone. The word MISSING is in all caps in white and red across the top.

Wynne: It's classic, right? But I'm gonna swap out the picture of the cat, obviously.


All right, look, I wrote, "Evan: He's friendly and handsome as fuck. Call me if you see him. His leg is fucked, and he needs medical." It's a fun flyer.


Breuilly: Evan's gonna be like, Where'd you get that picture? Oh, Liz took it of me?


Brooks: The picture is not flattering. Evan does not look handsome or very friendly. His hair is in his face, and his skin is blotchy. He looks like someone who's been living on the street for the last five years.

Liz took this photo originally with an eye towards the future, with the idea that she might show a clean, sober, housed Evan just how far he'd come, and that an image like this might ward him away from relapse. And now, Joe was about to show it to as many people as he could.

Wynne: So I have a photo of me and Evan side by side--that's what I was gonna use.


Breuilly: I know, but that looks like him now. Your other one's--he's not happy like that.


[Music]

Brooks: We spend the day driving and then walking around the Mission District and the Tenderloin, tracing wider and wider circles from where Evan was last seen.

Wynne: Hey, man, can I ask you a question? This is my brother Evan. I'm looking for him today. He's got a really bum leg and a walker, we're trying to get him to the hospital ...


Brooks: Joe is handing out his flyers and offering a cash reward for whoever finds Evan--this is getting a lot of interest. Joe calls Evan his brother because he's found that people are more likely to help that way.

Wynne: We're trying to get him to the hospital 'cause he's got an infection in his leg.


Brooks: Liz is going with her lighter-touch approach, asking friends and friends of friends if they've seen him. We see Evan's last name spray-painted on a wall, which feels like a clue, but definitely isn't.

As always, people living on the street in the Tenderloin are eager to help. One of them tells Joe, I'm sorry you're going through this, without any irony that I could detect.

(Street sounds. Dog barks.)


Operator: Operator.
 Wynne: Hey, my name is Joe Wynne, and I'm trying to find out if my brother is a patient there.


Brooks: Twelve hours into this search, and Liz and Joe are getting a little desperate. We've been searching all day, Joe has handed out God knows how many flyers, and there's still no sign of Evan.

Operator: No, I don't see anyone by [that] name.
 Wynne: Okay, thank you so much for checking.
 Operator: No problem.
 Wynne: There isn't any way--(Phone hangs up.) Well, all right. Can I put, like, a call-back number?


Brooks: The hospitals don't have any record of Evan. Liz and Joe are running out of ideas. And then Joe's phone rings.

Wynne: Hello, this is Joe.
 Anonymous: Are you looking for someone?
 Wynne: Yeah, yeah, I'm looking for Evan.
 Anonymous: Are you mobile right now or what?
 Breuilly: Yeah.
 Wynne: Oh yeah.
 Anonymous: Yeah, he's right here on Van Ness and Market, man, in front of the donut joint.


Brooks: We're only a few minutes away from that intersection. And as we pull up, there's Evan--wearing the same clothes Liz bought him over a month ago, standing on both legs. Joe pulls him into a hug.

Evan: Bring in the cavalry.
 Wynne: (Laughs.) How are you, babe? Just so you know, about 400 people have flyers with your pictures on it.
 Evan: I saw one of 'em--
 Breuilly: (Laughs.)
 Evan: --and I was like,What the fuck is that?
 Wynne: (Laughs.)


Evan: I was like, That's not real.
 Breuilly: Full disclosure ...


Brooks: That night, Joe and Evan stay in a hotel downtown. Forty-eight hours later, after a marathon wait in the emergency room, Evan is admitted to the hospital.

[Music]

When I finally got to sit down with Evan, the first thing I wanted to know was where he'd been over the last month, why nobody had seen him.

In the month since I last saw Evan, he'd gone from being a thief who'd bring back and sell lots of stolen goods to looking through the trash--for some clothes or a half bottle of alcohol, anything he could sell for a dollar or two. For a while, he convinced a few restaurants to give him abandoned Doordash orders, which he would then barter for fentanyl. But eventually, that stopped working too.

He had disappeared not because he'd gone somewhere else, but because he'd fallen so far as to be completely out of sight.

Two days ago, the day Liz and Joe were looking for him, Evan had decided to lie down. His feet had gone numb, so he wanted to rest--which, in his world, is a big decision: If you spend a full day lying down, you're not making money, and you're inching towards withdrawal.

Evan: So I had this tiny, little rice-sized piece of fentanyl, but I didn't have a lighter, and so I kept using that as an excuse all day not to smoke it.


Brooks: He had decided to stay lying down, so instead of getting up, he called out, asking for a lighter. But no one helped. And then he had an idea.

Evan: Two nights before, I'd found this empty matchbox. And where I happened to lay down, there was two broken matches on the ground. And I went and sit inside my sleeping bag and put that little rice-grain piece of fentanyl on a piece of foil, and I took two hits with the match and then put it out, and then later, I did the same thing with the other match.


Brooks: Listening to Evan tell this story, there's a bit of pride in his voice; you can hear that he's smiling. He's proud of having successfully MacGyvered a high out of two matches and a rice grain of fentanyl.

Brooks: How does this sound to your ear when you're saying this stuff?
 Evan: Yeah. (Laughs.) I just can't believe that it would [be] me going through it. It's like, How have you gotten so low, you know?
 Brooks: Literally lying on the ground.
 Evan: Using matches that I found in my sleeping bag to hit a piece of rice-grain fentanyl, because my legs are too swollen to get up and walk.


Brooks: Eventually, Evan got up. He hadn't eaten anything all day, and it hurt to swallow. He made his way over to some people he knew and then found one of Joe's flyers.

Evan: And then I was like, Oh yeah, that's Joe's, that's Joe's making right there. I immediately was like, Facepalm. Like, No, no, no, no, no, no.
 Brooks: Why "no"? If you had just had the day that you just described?
 Evan: Well--
 Brooks: I feel like--
 Evan: Yeah--


Brooks: --the answer could be, "Thank God." (Laughs.)
 Evan: No, just because of the embarrassment of, like, I never wanted to be this person on a flyer like that, just my picture all around town like that.


[Music]

Brooks: When the cavalry arrived, in the shape of a best friend with the will and resources to save his life, Evan's first thought was how it all looked. Even having lost everything else, until that moment, he still had a kind of privacy--no one there to see how bad things had really gotten.

In order to find him and to get him off the street, Joe had taken away that privacy; that's what it took.

What it will take to keep Evan off the street, that's after the break.

[Break]

Brooks: Since pulling Evan off the street a few days ago, Joe has come up with a new plan to save Evan. He's standing at the foot of Evan's hospital bed in San Francisco, delivering his pitch.

Wynne: From my perspective, we're in a death-versus-something-else choice, right? I think death is really on the table for you. Between this, between that and your weight loss and your dehydration and just being out there, right? It's really on the table. And I feel like Mexico's the hammer. We swing that hammer (Punches one fist into his other palm.) You are gonna make it to 12 months.


Brooks: Joe is punching a fist into his palm and calling Mexico a "hammer" because what he's proposing is force. Rather than finding his way into residential rehab in San Francisco, which Evan has tried and failed before, Joe is pushing for a more extreme option: Leave this waiting room right now, drive to the airport, and fly to Mexico. Joe found a rehab there called Twilight that does something that no rehab in America can do: Give Joe total control over Evan's life.

Mexican law allows families to admit an addicted family member to rehab without their consent. If Evan gives the green light, Joe--and only Joe--can decide how long he stays in rehab. If he tries to leave, he'll be stopped.

Wynne: And then after 12 months, you get to show up at my house, 12 months clean, and then we get to work out, eat good, work hard, be around the kids--there's gonna be babies in the house. We're gonna go to lacrosse games. I'm running the business; you can have a job working for me right out the gate.


Brooks: While Joe is delivering this rapid-fire vision of their glorious future, Evan is slouched down in his bed. I imagine this is sort of surreal. Forty-eight hours ago, he was on the street, and now he's looking at spending the next year, or two years--it's not up to him--in what is, in essence, a rehab jail.

Wynne: You'll be in a very good world as soon as you get outta there, right? And you'd guaranteed get there--you will make 12 months if we send you to Mexico.


Brooks: Here was what sounded a lot like a version of recovery that people like Sam Quinones and Susan Eggman are saying people like Evan need. Twilight Recovery Center might give some insight into what works and what doesn't when you approach addiction in this way, and Evan was getting closer to going.

Harrison Sidney: Welcome to Twilight Recovery Center. Please press 0 for assistance.


Brooks: Twilight Recovery Center is one of a constellation of Mexican rehab centers just south of San Diego catered towards American clientele. Harrison Sidney is the CEO.

Sidney: So in many states in the United States, people can do a conservatorship of people. I wish that they could do a conservatorship on people without going through the legal process but it is an impossibility to complete.
 Brooks: Do you think about your work as conservatorship?
 Sidney: Yes, I'm the guardian at the door. I'm the one that makes it happen.


Brooks: Recovery centers like Twilight fill a gap in the American system. In the States, as we've heard, the bar for conservatorship is high, and ultimately, the decision around involuntary treatment lies with a judge. At Twilight, all that control falls to Harrison.

Sidney: When a family member brings me their loved one, I give them the solution. Ultimately, my signature is gonna release their loved one, whether it's a half an hour from the time that they arrive or a year from now.
 Brooks: They're handing you a really high degree of trust.
 Sidney: Correct. That is correct.


Brooks: For patients, that can mean a lot of things. If the quality of care is high, that surrender of control can be beneficial. But if it's not, the experience can be nightmarish.

In either case, it's a gamble. It can mean a total stranger is in control of your future.

Brooks: Was that a hard decision for you to make, to sign away some autonomy?
 Samantha: You know, I'm not gonna lie: I really didn't know that my parents would have full control over it.


Brooks: Samantha--and I'm just gonna use her first name--is a patient at Twilight. She's from Pittsburgh and, by her count, has been to over 30 different rehabs all around the U.S.

She told me she didn't really know that this rehab was different until she found out after her first month, which is when she would usually leave.

Samantha: That's all I could think about, like, the first month I was here--was going home and getting high. I'm like, I'm so excited to go home and get high. I was just like, Yeah, I'm leaving in, like, a week, and he was like, No, the fuck you're not. (Laughs.) I was like, Okay.


Brooks: Four months in, when I spoke with her, Samantha said she was still glad to be there, glad she didn't go home after those first 30 days. Now she still thinks about getting high, but the feeling is fear--that she'll relapse.

Samantha: In rehab in the States, when you're in rehab, you can't leave; you can't do anything: You can't have a phone. The nice thing about being here, though, is that we do go out and we do do normal things. At this place, it's kind of almost a step down from a rehab.
 Brooks: Oh, that's interesting--like it feels a bit more free, in a way?


Samantha: Yeah. Even though you're conserved-- you have someone over you, yeah, you feel more free. They give you the idea that you're free, but you're not.


Brooks: At first, this struck me as a sort of trick Harrison was playing on patients like Samantha: cultivating this feeling in exchange for compliance. But it's not far from principles you hear from people who advocate for a gentler approach to recovery. The key, they say, is to treat people with dignity. If you create an environment for someone like Samantha, or Evan, that doesn't feel stigmatized or coercive, even if it is coercive, you might be more likely to recover.

[Music]

Brooks: Back in San Francisco, in Evan's room at the hospital, it's time to make a decision. The hospital's addiction team has come by and thinks they can get him into a long-term residential rehab in San Francisco called Harbor Light. This is one of the best free facilities in the city, one where Evan could stay for up to two years.

Joe is pushing hard for Mexico. Evan has tried and failed to stay in rehab in San Francisco before, and Joe's worried that if Evan fails, he won't survive long enough to take another shot. Joe thinks it's time to try something else, but Evan isn't sure.

Evan: I don't think I'm ready to do that. I could feel, like, in my head, I'm like, I'm gonna be successful this time. But I still have like, just, like--I'm still a little worried about having doubt--like, What if I don't, though? And then all that time and money they spent is just like wasted again, and it's like ...
 Brooks: Mm-hmm.
 Evan: I didn't wanna do that.


Brooks: Evan, again, will try to get clean in San Francisco. He feels selfish asking Joe to pay for lockdown rehab in Mexico while San Francisco's is free. So instead, Joe, in his salesman way, offers Evan a deal.

Wynne: So listen, what I'd like you to agree to--you don't have to agree to it--is if you walk out of this place, the next time I see you, I just want you to get on the fucking plane to Mexico with me. Literally, like, Hey, good to see you; pop a methadone; we get on the plane. 'Cause we almost did that yesterday. You would be in Mexico now. And I get, like, this is the chance for you to do it nice, in a nicer facility, with more freedom, with better Medicare, for no money. I agree that if this works, it's a better deal--if it works.
 Evan: And it's more, like, if I feel like, if I make it the year, it's like--
 Wynne: It's more meaningful if you choose--
 Evan: Yeah.
 Wynne: --to do it every day than if we force you--if you make the right choice 365 days in a row, it's more meaningful than if you make the choice to get on a plane with me once.
 How do you feel about, if it doesn't work, the next time I see you, we get on a plane--or you can pull the rip cord whenever. But really, the agreement is, eyeball to eyeball, that I wanna make: If it doesn't work, we're going to Mexico. Thoughts? Any reason to say no?
 Evan: I don't have any reason to say no.
 Wynne: All right, so we agree on it? That's your fucking left hand. That's ... (Laughs.) All right: Sober or Mexico.
 Evan: Sober here in SF or Mexican sober jail.
 Wynne: Uh-huh.
 Evan: I like it.


Brooks: A few hours after this conversation in the hospital, Joe flew back to Washington. Before he left, he gave Evan a phone so we could all stay in touch. A group chat was started, along with Liz, called "Evan Party Chat," which left Evan on his own again.

In a day or two, it'd be easy enough to walk out, take the bus back to the Mission, and pick up right where he left off: stealing Stanley cups, selling them for fentanyl money. There was nothing keeping Evan at the hospital.

A few days later, with the help of the hospital's addiction team, Evan entered a long-term residential treatment program.

A month later, a text arrived, saying, "Hey. Thirty days clean."

At day 72, we get an automated notification saying, "Evan left the conversation."

A week later, Liz checked to see if he was still there. He was; he just wasn't using his phone.

[Music]

Evan is now past 120 days sober. It's his longest period of sobriety in a very, very long time.

[Music]

Brooks: Back in January--at his inauguration--the mayor spoke about restoring San Francisco's sense of decency and security. About putting a dent in this crisis that was all too visible.

To that end, Evan's four months off of the street is a success. The cost of that success is a bit tough to pin down. There were years of effort and care and failure from Liz and Joe. There's the hospital bill, which was probably $10,000, and the cost of housing, feeding, and counseling Evan in residential rehab for up to two years.

In San Francisco, the homeless population is somewhere around 8,000. Many are dealing with addiction. Very few have a best friend or a volunteer detective working on their behalf.

Something like what it took to get Evan off the street for these four months will be required for thousands of others.

[Music]

Brooks: No Easy Fix is produced and reported by me, Ethan Brooks. Edited by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Engineering by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Special thanks to Natalie Brennan and Nancy DeVille. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. Radio Atlantic will be back next week.
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The Limits of Recognition

The move by several states to recognize Palestine will not end conflict in the Middle East--or at home.

by David Frum




On a prominent ridge in the center of Toronto stands a big stone castle. Built in the early 20th century, Casa Loma is now a popular venue for weddings and parties. The castle is flanked by some of the city's priciest domestic real estate. It is not, in short, the kind of site that usually goes unpoliced.

On May 27, Casa Loma was booked for a fundraiser by the Abraham Global Peace Initiative, a pro-Israel advocacy group. The gathering was to be addressed by Gilad Erdan, a former Israeli ambassador to the United Nations and United States.

A crowd of hundreds formed opposite the castle. They temporarily overwhelmed police lines, closing the street to the castle entrance. Protesters accosted and insulted individual attendees. One attendee, a former Canadian senator now in his 90s, told me about being pushed and jostled as police looked on. Eventually, two arrests were made, one for assaulting a police officer and the other for assaulting an attendee.

Last year, the city of Toronto averaged more than one anti-Jewish incident a day, accounting for 40 percent of all reported hate crimes in Canada's largest city. Jewish neighborhoods, Jewish hospitals, and Jewish places of worship have been the scenes of demonstrations by masked persons bearing flags and chanting hostile slogans.

Gunmen fired shots at a Toronto Jewish girls' school on three nights last year. A synagogue in Montreal was attacked with firebombs in late 2024. On Saturday, an assailant beat a Jewish man in a Montreal park in front of his children.

David Frum: There is no right to bully and harass

Canadian governments--federal, provincial, municipal--of course want to stop the violence. But their inescapable (if often unsayable) dilemma is that many of those same governments depend on voters who are sympathetic to the motives of the violent. Canadian authorities of all kinds have become frightened of important elements in their own populations. Just this week, the Toronto International Film Festival withdrew its invitation to a Canadian film about the invasion of southern Israel on October 7, 2023. The festival's statement cited legal concerns, including the fear that by incorporating footage that Hamas fighters filmed of their atrocities without "legal clearance," the film violated Hamas's copyright. (In polite Canada, it seems that even genocidal terrorists retain their intellectual-property claims.) Another and more plausible motive cited by the festival: fear of "potential threat of significant disruption." A small group of anti-Israel protesters invaded the festival's gala opening in 2024. The legal violations have been larger and more flagrant this year. All of this forms the backdrop necessary to understand why the Canadian government has joined the British and French governments in their intention to recognize a Palestinian state.

The plan began as a French diplomatic initiative. In July, France and Saudi Arabia co-chaired a United Nations conference on the two-state solution. Days before the conference began, French President Emmanuel Macron declared that his nation would recognize a Palestinian state in September.

The French initiative was almost immediately seconded by the British government. Canada quickly followed. This week, Australia added its weight to the group. Anti-Jewish violence has been even more pervasive and aggressive in Australia than in Canada, including the torching of a Sydney day-care center in January. (Germany declined to join the French initiative but imposed a limited arms embargo on Israel.)

All four governments assert that their plan offers no concessions to Hamas. All four insist that a hypothetical Palestinian state must be disarmed, must exclude Hamas from any role in governance, must renounce terrorism and incitement, and must accept Israel's right to exist. Those conditions often got omitted in media retellings, but they are included in all the communiques with heavy emphasis. As Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney told reporters on July 30: "Canada reiterates that Hamas must immediately release all hostages taken in the horrific terrorist attack of October 7, that Hamas must disarm, and that Hamas must play no role in the future governance of Palestine."

All those musts make these plans impossible to achieve, from the outset. How do the French, British, Canadian, and Australian governments imagine them being enforced, and by whom? Even now, after all this devastation, Hamas remains the most potent force in Palestinian politics. A May survey by a Palestinian research group, conducted in cooperation with the Netherland Representative Office in Ramallah, reported that an overwhelming majority of Palestinians reject the idea that Hamas's disarmament is a path to ending the war in Gaza, and a plurality said they would vote for a Hamas-led government. Observers might question the findings from Gaza, where Hamas can still intimidate respondents, but those in the West Bank also rejected the conditions of France, Britain, Canada, and Australia.

What does recognition mean anyway? Of UN member states, 147 already recognize a state of Palestine, including the economic superpowers China and India; regional giants such as Brazil, Indonesia, and Nigeria; and the European Union member states of Poland, Romania, Slovenia, and Sweden. About half of those recognitions date back to 1988, when Yasser Arafat proclaimed Palestinian independence from his exile in Algiers after the Israeli military drove Arafat's organization out of the territory it had occupied in Lebanon. Such diplomatic niceties do not alter realities. States are defined by control of territory and population. In that technical sense, Hamas in Gaza has proved itself to be more like a state than has the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank. Even the mighty United States learned that lesson the hard way over the 22 years from 1949 to 1971, when Washington pretended that the Nationalist regime headquartered in Taipei constituted the legitimate government of mainland China.

Macron, Carney, British Prime Minister Keir Starmer, and Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese are savvy, centrist politicians. All regard themselves as strong friends of Israel. Starmer in particular has fought hard to purge his Labour Party of the anti-Semitic elements to whom the door was opened by his predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn. If they're investing their prestige in a seemingly futile gesture, they must have good reason.

They do.

All four men lead political coalitions that are fast turning against Israel. Pressure is building on the leaders to vent their supporters' anger, and embracing the French initiative creates a useful appearance of action.

The Canadian example is particularly stark. Prime Minister Carney has pivoted in many ways from the progressive record of his predecessor, Justin Trudeau. He canceled an increase in the capital-gains tax that Trudeau had scheduled. He dropped from the cabinet a housing minister who had championed a major government-led building program. (The program remains, but under leadership less beholden to activists.) Carney has committed to a major expansion of the Canadian energy sector after almost a decade of dissension between energy producers and Ottawa. The new Carney government is also increasing military spending. Many on the Canadian left feel betrayed and frustrated. Recognizing a Palestinian state is a concession that may appease progressives irked by Carney's other moves toward the political center.

But appeasement will not work. In the Middle East, the initiative by France, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom has already pushed the region away from stability, not toward it. Cease-fire talks with Hamas "fell apart" on the day that Macron declared his intent to recognize a Palestinian state, according to Secretary of State Marco Rubio. Hamas then released harrowing photographs of starved Israeli hostages, one shown digging his own grave. Embarrassed pro-recognition leaders had to deliver a new round of condemnations of Hamas at the very moment they were trying to pressure Israel to abandon its fight against Hamas.

Nor does the promise of Palestinian recognition seem to be buying the four leaders the domestic quiet they had hoped for. On Sunday, British police arrested more than 500 people for demonstrating in support of a pro-Palestine group proscribed because of its acts of violence against British military installations. Those arrests amounted to the largest one-day total in the U.K. in a decade.

Hours before Prime Minister Albanese's statement promising recognition, some 90,000 pro-Palestinian demonstrators blocked traffic on Sydney Harbour Bridge. Their organizers issued four demands--recognition was not one of them. "What we marched for on Sunday, and what we've been protesting for two years, is not recognition of a non-existent Palestinian state that Israel is in the process of wiping out," a group leader told CNN. "What we are demanding is that the Australian government sanction Israel and stop the two-way arms trade with Israel."

On August 6, 60 anti-Israel protesters mobbed the private residence of former Canadian Foreign Minister Melanie Joly, banging pots and projecting messages onto her Montreal dwelling--an action especially provocative because Canadian cabinet ministers are not normally protected by personal security detachments. The present foreign minister, Anita Anand, had to close her constituency office in Oakville, a suburb of Toronto, because of threats to the staff who worked there.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

The issue for protesters is Israel, not Palestine. During the Syrian civil war, more than 3,000 Palestinian refugees in the country were killed by Syrian government forces, hundreds of them by torture. Nobody blocked the Sydney Harbour Bridge over that. It's Israel's standing as a Western-style state that energizes the movement against it and that is unlikely to change no matter what shifts in protocol Western governments adopt. After all, on October 6, 2023, Gaza was functionally a Palestinian state living alongside Israel. If the pro-Palestinian groups in the West had valued that status, they should have reacted to October 7 with horror, if nothing else for the existential threat that the attacks posed to any Palestinian state-building project. Instead, many in the pro-Palestinian diaspora--and even at the highest levels of Palestinian official life--applauded the terror attacks with jubilant anti-Jewish enthusiasm.

The chants of "from the river to the sea" heard at these events reveal something important about the pro-Palestinian movement in the democratic West. The slogan expresses an all-or-nothing fantasy: either the thrilling overthrow of settler colonialism in all the land of Palestine, or else the glorious martyrdom of the noble resistance. It's not at all clear that ordinary Palestinians actually living in the region feel the same way. The exact numbers fluctuate widely depending on how the question is framed, but at least a significant minority--and possibly a plurality--of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza would accept coexistence with Israel if that acceptance brought some kind of state of their own. But their supporters living in the West can disregard such trade-offs. They can exult in the purity of passion and still enjoy a comfortable life in a capitalist democracy. These are the people that Albanese, Carney, Macron, and Starmer are trying so desperately to satisfy. They are unlikely to succeed.

The Hamas terror attacks of October 7 provoked a war of fearsome scale. Almost two years later, the region is almost unrecognizable. Tens of thousands have been killed, and much of Gaza laid to ruin. Almost every known leader of Hamas is dead. Hezbollah has been broken as a military force. The Assad regime in Syria has been toppled and replaced. The United States directly struck Iran, and the Iranian nuclear program seems to have been pushed years backward, if not destroyed altogether.

In this world upended, the creative minds of Western diplomacy have concluded that the best way forward is to revert to the Oslo peace process of 30 years ago. The Oslo process ended when the Palestinian leadership walked away from President Bill Clinton's best and final offer without making a counteroffer--and gambled everything on the merciless terrorist violence of the Second Intifada. Now here we are again, after another failed Palestinian terror campaign, and there is only one idea energizing Western foreign ministries: That thing that failed before? Let's try it one more time. But this time, the hope is not to bring peace to the Middle East. They hope instead to bring peace to their own streets. The undertaking is a testament either to human perseverance, or to the eternal bureaucratic faith in peace through fog.
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The Logic of the '9 to 5' Is Creeping Into the Rest of the Day

How free time gets conscripted into the service of work

by Julie Beck




The shift begins when she leaves her desk at 5 p.m.

She drives home, arriving at 5:45. Five minutes later, she's starting a load of laundry; at 6 p.m. she changes into workout clothes. By 6:25 she's on the treadmill for precisely 30 minutes. At 7 o'clock she grabs a grocery delivery from her front porch and unloads it. At 7:15 she makes an electrolyte drink. Shower time is at 7:25. At 8 p.m. she cooks up some salmon and broccoli; at 8:25 she plates her dinner while tidily packing up the leftovers. Not a moment is wasted.

This is one woman on TikTok's version of the "5 to 9 after the 9 to 5." Over the past couple of years, the vloggers of social media have taken to documenting their routines from 5 to 9 p.m. Some creators also make a morning version, the "5 to 9 before the 9 to 5," starting at 5 a.m. These routines are highly edited, almost hypnotic, with quick cuts, each mini-scene overlaid with a time stamp. Hours pass in just a couple of minutes, and the compressed time highlights a sense of efficiency. The videos have big to-do-list energy; the satisfaction they offer is that of vicariously checking boxes.

In the past few weeks, I have lived months' worth of compressed mornings and evenings with 5-to-9 vloggers. They are a self-selecting crew, certainly. But the sheer volume of hours that I consumed allowed me to see, in a big-picture way, how the need to be productive seeps into people's leisure time--time that ideally would be free of such concerns. These videos reflect a truth that predates and will almost certainly outlive them: When life revolves around work, even leisure becomes labor.



One way to look at 5-to-9 videos is as the product of people trying to make the most of the leisure time they have. Given how many of these videos are made by people in their early 20s, I see in them a new generation entering the workforce and acclimating to the reality that time is limited. But in attempting to take control back from their jobs, many 5-to-9 video creators end up reproducing a version of the thing they are trying to distance themselves from. If you clock out, go home, and continue checking things off a list, you haven't really left the values of work behind. One woman I saw details the "five nonnegotiables" for her 5 to 9, the things she must achieve each evening: exercise; a healthy, home-cooked meal; a shower; a skin-care routine; and a clean kitchen. After she ticks all those boxes, the night is nearly over. Not much time remains for anything unplanned. Many creators also use part of their leisure time to plan for the upcoming workday, laying out outfits for the morning or writing their schedule in a planner.

Read: The religion of workism is making Americans miserable

The threat of waste looms over many nighttime-routine videos--"X Number of Things I Did to Stop Wasting My Evenings" is a common title formula. (Recommendations include multitasking so you can get more done at once, and "Whatever you do, do not sit down.") What exactly you accomplish almost doesn't matter--a spotless house, a completed Pilates class, an "everything shower"--so long as you've been a busy little bee whom no one could accuse of wasting time. The idea that unproductive time is time squandered is not unique to the 5 to 9; it pervades much of the American approach to leisure. "In a capitalist society, we do feel like we have to prove our worth through our productivity," Pooja Lakshmin, a psychiatrist and the author of Real Self-Care, told me. By inverting the "9 to 5" formulation of a corporate workday, these videos present free time explicitly as another shift, one you hire yourself to work.

Katlin Marisol Sweeney-Romero is an assistant professor of cinema and digital media at UC Davis who has written about other productive-vlogging trends on TikTok. In 5-to-9 videos, she told me, "the main message is not about how to rest, but: How do you operationalize rest to still be a productive part of your day?" Several evening-routine videos show the creators editing their content, and Sweeney-Romero pointed out that even the most relaxing vlog still has a whiff of labor about it--because someone had to shoot, edit, and post it.

Conspicuously missing from most of the videos I watched is any kind of socializing, which corresponds with the fact that Americans have been spending more and more time alone over the past couple of decades. After watching scores of solitary evenings, I deliriously started searching 5-to-9 friends and 5-to-9 community??? and found a handful of examples. The sight of people eating together, laughing, and walking outside in the sunlight was refreshing after hours of scrolling through videos of tasks completed alone in greige apartments with overhead lighting. But these videos were few and far between--other people can be an obstacle to running your life with the precision of a ticking watch.

In most 5-to-9 videos, we get little sense of people's actual jobs, save for the times they log back on in the evening, or the glimpses they show of their side gigs as content creators. What they highlight instead is the way a work mindset can follow you home and shape your leisure in its image. For many Americans, work is the focus of life, the place to find purpose and a sense of self. My colleague Derek Thompson has dubbed this "workism"--the religion of work. A 2023 Pew survey found that a majority of Americans--71 percent--rated "having a job or career they enjoy" as an "extremely" or "very" important ingredient for a fulfilling life. Work also gets prioritized in many people's lives out of necessity. Research shows that people in countries with high levels of economic inequality, such as the United States, tend to have worse work-life balance.

It wasn't always this way. In much of the 19th and early 20th centuries, "the view was that leisure was the place where we would find the best things in life," Benjamin Hunnicutt, a historian at the University of Iowa, told me. "This would be the place to realize our full humanity, outside of the economy." Yet after World War II, Hunnicutt writes in his book Free Time, the workweek stagnated at the 40 hours we still know as standard today, and American culture shifted toward seeking meaning through work, rather than outside of it: "We moderns for some reason no longer expect work to ever become a subordinate part of life."



Some 5-to-9 videos do seem to push back against hustle culture. Their creators mock the hyperproductivity of a typical morning or evening routine, instead showing themselves zoning out. One man's "5 to 9" consists of flopping on the couch and scrolling on his phone for hours. Another woman, after shutting her laptop, pauses and stares into space "to process what just happened over the past nine hours and shove any trauma coming to the surface back into the far depths of my consciousness," then goes "straight to my cat for at least 45 minutes of emotional-support cuddling."

The joke is that their jobs have left them too exhausted to do much of anything at all. Yet even in this willfully unproductive use of leisure time, work hovers overhead like a ghost. For these people, and many others who don't film themselves, free time may not be a reproduction of work, but it is a reaction to it. Work is still winning.

In 1948, the German philosopher Josef Pieper argued that time away from work is all too often still kind of about work. "The simple 'break' from work--the kind that lasts an hour, or the kind that lasts a week or longer," he wrote in his book Leisure: The Basis of Culture, "is there for the sake of work. It is supposed to provide 'new strength' for 'new work,' as the word 'refreshment' indicates: one is refreshed for work through being refreshed from work."

Read: How hobbies infiltrated American life

This is the trap of leisure in a culture fixated on work. Anything done consciously or subconsciously for the sake of recovering from or balancing out work is not entirely free from labor--even if it's genuinely relaxing and enjoyable. When you take a bath to unwind from a stressful shift or get into crafting to offset all the screen time you have at your job, when you go to bed early so you'll have energy for work the next day or wake up early to meditate and calm yourself before a commute, your rest is at least partly in service of your work. According to Pieper, that is not true leisure. "Nobody who wants leisure merely for the sake of 'refreshment,'" he wrote, "will experience its authentic fruit."



What would need to happen for people to experience their leisure as being in no way connected to labor? Certain policies might make work less central to people's lives: universal basic income, for example, or a four-day workweek. But the experts and philosophers of leisure would suggest that a collective mindset shift is also required.

Achievement, optimization, and escape are all approaches to leisure that Lakshmin calls "faux self-care," as opposed to the real self-care that she titled her book after. Faux self-care, she told me, is "prescribed from the outside," or it's a "reaction to being burnt out." Real self-care, meanwhile, means "being engaged with your own reality," she said. It's less about what you're doing than how and why you're doing it.

Consider a yoga class, for example. You can go to one because you feel like you should, to get some movement after a sedentary workday, and spend the whole time comparing yourself with the more flexible person two mats over, and you've "checked yoga off the list, but you didn't take in any of the medicine of yoga," Lakshmin said.

When I think about it, many of my 5 to 9s aren't that different from the ones I've watched: leave the office, maybe go to the gym, zone out with video games or TV, make dinner, work on my side hustle (writing a book), do chores, perform my nightly ablutions, read, sleep. Sometimes my evenings, too, are an exercise in box-checking, dissociation, and faux self-care, my body piloted by a brain that has never quite switched off work mode.

Read: The bizarre relationship of a 'work wife' and 'work husband'

But I crave something else, something like what the artist and author Jenny Odell describes in her book Saving Time: At its most helpful, "leisure time is an interim means of questioning the bounds of the work that surrounds it. Like a stent in a culture that can't stand what looks like emptiness, it might provide that vertical crack in the horizontal scale of work and not-work," she writes, "where the edges of something new start to become visible." Because this is more of a felt sense than a behavior, labeling one activity leisure and another not is impossible. Odell writes that she has experienced this kind of leisure while "cooking, sorting socks, getting the mail." But it won't be found in a packed schedule. "True leisure," she writes, "requires the kind of emptiness in which you remember the fact of your own aliveness."

For me, those vertical cracks seem most likely to form when I am spending time with other living things: people, mostly, but also my cats, and the natural world around me. When I go on a walk and admire the flowers in my neighbors' gardens. When I linger over a meal with a friend long after our plates have been cleared. These are moments whose worth cannot be measured in output, that do not serve anything but themselves.

A common thread in the reading I've done on leisure is the conviction that forcing gets you nowhere. "Fun is a sneak and likes to catch people unawares; it simply will not tolerate wrenching," the drama critic Walter Kerr wrote in 1962. The ethos of work is using time for something, turning it into a tool to drill your way to some desired outcome. Worshipping that too much precludes other forms of reverence, the peace and awe that can sneak up on you when you're just existing.
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Yes, Stephen Miller Is Surrounded by Criminals

Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and we've found lots of criminals congregated in one place.

by Alexandra Petri




Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needs to take a stand!

Stephen Miller was correct to point out that D.C. is awash in crime. Everywhere he looks: criminals. He can barely take three steps without running into one. From the moment he arrives at work in the morning until the second he leaves, one crime after another, piling horrendously high. Illegality everywhere, and casual disregard for the well-being of law-abiding Americans!

Some people say that being around crime is just the price of living in a city, and that those intimidated by it just need to toughen up. But it's so brazen!

Get off the Metro at any point in D.C., but especially near the White House, and you might encounter one of these miscreants, flaunting their impunity in broad daylight. Why isn't law enforcement doing its job? Members of the violent January 6 mob, released back on the streets! A man who three whistleblowers alleged had told Department of Justice employees to ignore a court order and say "Fuck you" to a judge, headed to the federal bench! The people who dismantled the Department of Education, which had been established by an act of Congress, just wandering around!

The Supreme Court ultimately decided the dismantling was okay, but the justices weren't guaranteed to feel that way! There is a word for when you do something that seems illegal and just hope that a judge will let you off. But that's the trouble with D.C. These judges are just giving slaps on the wrist for the most egregious offenses. And that invites more crime! Now, wherever Stephen looks, people are taking the Constitution as a mere suggestion. With judges like this, you could order SEAL Team Six to assassinate somebody, and you might get away with it. Who could feel safe in a city where that was true?

Some madman recently filled the streets with weapons of war! Tanks! Actual tanks! Forget brandishing a gun in a public place--he insisted on tanks!

Everywhere, there are people breaking the law, or trying to. Even the man Stephen works for turns out to be a convicted felon, who once said that "when you're a celebrity, they let you do it." He also urged a mob of people to descend on the Capitol "peacefully and patriotically." Technically, not a crime but--an impeachable offense! He accepted a plane from Qatar. He stored classified documents in a bathroom! Never mind what his company was doing in New York State, or what E. Jean Carroll's civil suit found. The things he is trying to do via executive order boggle the mind! And you should see his associates!

The point is, crime is everywhere, if only you know where to look. Including in other neighborhoods of the city, but surely those crimes are best dealt with on a local level, and parachuting in federal law enforcement with an unclear mandate will only make the situation worse.

Instead, the National Guard ought to focus on tackling the major terror on the streets of this city! Why, at any moment you or your neighbor could get yanked into an unmarked van by a masked man, without any regard for habeas corpus. Los Angeles all over again! How can anyone feel safe while this keeps happening? People who are trying to do everything the right way, snatched from hallways after their court hearings. Professors, detained after expressing their views. Americans who just want to work hard and support their families, petrified to go to work every day because of the shameless wrongdoers in D.C. and what they have unleashed. And whoever masterminded the abduction of so many people--seized without due process and whisked away to a foreign gulag--is still at large, and staring back at Stephen every time he looks into a mirror. Not safe, not safe!

Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needed to take a stand!

Oh. Oh, I see. Never mind.
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Nothing Is Scarier Than an Unmarried Woman

<em>Weapons</em> is about a classroom of missing children--and the young schoolteacher whom all the parents want to blame.

by Beatrice Loayza




At the beginning of Zach Cregger's new horror film, Weapons, a spooky suburban fairy tale about the disappearance of 17 children, all blame is directed at the unmarried schoolteacher Justine (played by Julia Garner). She's the prime suspect--the one unifying factor in an otherwise unexplainable event. Each of the 17 children appears to have voluntarily fled their home at 2:17 in the morning, running into the night with their arms stretched backwards like the wings of a paper airplane. Home-surveillance cameras captured their flight, attesting to the fact that no one forced them to flee--but why were they all members of Justine's classroom? What was that woman doing to those children?

Over the years, movies such as Fatal Attraction and Single White Female, to name just a couple, have depicted chronic singledom as a condition that can make women obsessive, deranged, desperate to fill the void created by their unwantedness. But in these portrayals, it's not just that solitude seems to warp the mind: These ladies appear to disturb some kind of natural order--and be more likely to crack. Today, a growing number of Americans are romantically uninvolved. Yet pop culture continues to fixate on these single women, with horror movies in particular framing them as duplicitous and unstable--threats to the public good.

As he demonstrated in his previous feature, Barbarian, Cregger is interested in the dark forces rumbling under the surface of ordinary American lives. Weapons is set in a fictional Pennsylvania town, where the disappearance of the children sends the community reeling. School shuts down for a month, before resuming with no resolution. The police aren't much help. Everyone seems to be processing the tragedy in different ways, which is matched by the film's multi-perspectival structure. Townspeople such as Archer (Josh Brolin), the distraught father of one of the missing children, and Paul (Alden Ehrenreich), a lowly cop, are so fixated on their personal problems that they hinder the kind of collaborative action needed to save the children.

It's easier to villainize Justine, who is one of the only single women in the community. Archer, who displays vigilante tendencies, directs his rage toward Justine by digging up unsavory details from her past, such as a DUI charge, and nagging the police to further investigate her. An unseen stranger, heavily implied to be Archer, harasses Justine in her home, knocking on her front door and writing the word witch on the side of her car in stubborn red paint, forcing her to zoom around town branded with crimson letters. Grief-stricken parents and angry community members also revolt against her, pressuring the school's genial principal, Marcus (Benedict Wong), to do something about her.

Most people believe that Justine has done something wrong, though what, exactly, they can't explain. Women like her have been accused of being witches since the 13th century, perhaps because they deviate from maternal norms. In Weapons, Justine's lack of a family reaffirms her culpability. Elementary-school teachers are educators, but they're also parental figures. Across pop culture and in real life, mothers are supposed to do everything for their kids--even give their lives. Justine, who is as confused as anyone about what happened to those kids, seems most guilty to her neighbors because she's still alive.

Read: Time for scary movies to make us laugh again

Depressed and paranoid after all this harassment, Justine succumbs to a bad drinking habit, going about her purgatorial days with a tumbler full of vodka. She also hits up Paul for a one-night stand--and when Paul's fiancee finds out, she comes charging after Justine at the liquor store. To the fiancee, Justine must seem like a total succubus. But for Justine, the hookup is a bid for some much-needed intimacy during a period of intense alienation. (Paul had also told her that his relationship was on the rocks.)

Weapons balances this grim reality--the black-and-white way the world sees Justine, who in turn is trying to keep afloat--with a dry sense of humor and Justine's plucky resilience. She may be losing it, but she still takes it upon herself to play the sleuth, seeking out Alex Lilly (Cary Christopher), the one child in her class who didn't go missing. When she confronts him on the street, Alex runs off in a panic, but the exchange is genuinely motivated by Justine's concern. Because of the film's multiple points of view and Garner's protean performance, we're able to see how easily Justine takes on, or is foisted into, a variety of roles: nosy teacher, disgraced woman, forsaken lover.

Funnily enough, there is one other single lady in town, a recent transplant and a stranger to most: Alex's Aunt Gladys (Amy Madigan), a kooky spinster who wears bright, splotchy makeup. She knows no one and has nowhere to go before Alex's parents take her in--a kind of nightmare scenario for down-on-love bachelorettes everywhere terrified of dying alone. Cregger has previously tapped into the unsettling power of old dames: In Barbarian, a monstrous old woman who is obsessed with children is a key villain. Other recent films such as The Substance and The Front Room have used similar figures to communicate female madness and explore insecurities about aging in a culture that glorifies physical youth.

Gladys, despite her perturbing getup, doesn't arouse as much suspicion as Justine, because she steps into a maternal role as Alex's caretaker. Justine, meanwhile, continues to be a perfect scapegoat. Still, she emerges as the film's primary heroine, doggedly pursuing the truth of what happened to the kids. It's a brave choice; nobody would blame her for leaving town. But feared as she is for being a modern woman, she's brimming with personas and possibilities--some of which prove useful for unraveling awful secrets.
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The Awkward Adolescence of a Media Revolution

Truth is still alive on social media--but it's not easy enough to find.

by Jessica Yellin




There's a quiet revolution in how millions of Americans decide what's real. Trust is slipping away from traditional institutions--media, government, and higher education--and shifting to individual voices online, among them social-media creators. The Reuters Institute reports that this year, for the first time, more Americans will get their news from social and video platforms--including Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and X--than from traditional outlets. According to Pew Research, one in five adults now regularly turns to influencers for news.

For anyone who cares about credible information, this is a potentially terrifying prospect. Social media rewards virality, not veracity. Spend five minutes scrolling TikTok or Instagram, and you might encounter influencers "educating" you about a global elite running the world from "hidden continents" behind an "ice wall" in Antarctica, or extolling the virtues of zeolite, "a volcanic binder for mold" that will "vacuum clean all kinds of toxins" to lift brain fog, prevent cancer, and remove microplastics from testicles. (Link to purchase in bio.) It's an environment perfectly engineered to scale both misinformation and slick grifts.

Yet the popular notion that social media is just a dumpster fire of viral lies misses something vital: Millions of people still care about truth. They are seeking facts on social media from credible voices they can trust. They just aren't always sure where to find them or from whom.

I know because I interact with these people every day. I was among the first independent journalists to bring news reporting to Instagram; today, my outlet, News Not Noise, spans Instagram, YouTube, a podcast, Substack, and other platforms. In my years of directly engaging with an on-platform audience, the question I receive more than any other remains, simply: "Is this true?"

I'm here to tell you the truth isn't dead. Thousands of people like me operate online as what I call "evidence-based creators." We're journalists and specialists who use expertise, original reporting, and reliable sources to refute misinformation, add context to breaking news, and answer the endless questions flooding our DMs. The topics we cover range from redistricting to medical misinformation, beauty fads to whether that viral health-food trend might actually kill you.

The work is an uphill battle. My cohort is not John Oliver-level media personalities with PR teams, production crews, and a research staff to fact-check the punch lines. We are independent voices operating without safety nets. I like to think of us as the digital equivalent of artisanal chefs working in a factory for mass-produced junk food. The very things that make us valuable--our obsession with facts, our commitment to nuance, our hours spent answering audience questions in the apps--put us at a profound disadvantage in the attention economy. What does it take to produce a slick video claiming that beef tallow is nature's Viagra? Fifteen minutes with an iPhone and zero regard for reality. While we're still sourcing assertions and trying to make complex ideas both accurate and engaging, the bullshit factory has already pumped out six more viral falsehoods.

Our secret weapon isn't production value or algorithm hacking; it's trust. When I debunk a viral lie, I'm not a faceless institution. I'm the person who's been with my audience while they brush their teeth every morning, the person who's been in their ears during commutes, the person whose face they've studied through hundreds of 90-second windows into complex issues. This isn't an audience of passive consumers. They're hungry for more--more reporting on more topics, more conversations with experts, more explanations that break things down but don't treat an audience like idiots. "Can the Supreme Court disbar an attorney?" "Will the military disobey unconstitutional orders?" "Do I need another measles vaccine as an adult?"

All of this leaves evidence-based creators in a strange limbo. We're clearly valued; Substack, for instance, is proving that audiences are willing to stop scrolling and financially support "verifiers" they trust. But we're still largely disconnected from the resources and collaborative frameworks that could multiply our impact. We're working so hard at the work itself that we have little opportunity to build the scaffolding required to create a durable new model in digital publishing--one that includes tools such as high-powered marketing and growth engines to reach new audiences, editorial oversight to help with difficult judgment calls, and shared research that would prevent each of us from having to build expertise from scratch with every breaking story.

I see this obstacle as an opportunity. History shows us that industries facing technological disruption tend not to simply collapse--they transform. Look at what happened to the music industry when Spotify and its streaming cohort crashed the party. In the old days, musicians lived and died by album sales and radio play, with major labels acting as gatekeepers. Then streaming blew the doors off.

The revolution was messy. Many artists found themselves with more listeners than ever but paychecks that wouldn't cover a month's worth of ramen. What helped the music industry find its footing wasn't nostalgia for CDs or vinyl. It was new infrastructure: playlist curation that helped listeners find their next obsession, analytics tools that told artists who was actually listening, distribution services that got music onto platforms, and business models that went beyond streaming royalties to include direct-to-fan revenue and merchandising.

Artists still face challenges, but now labels are investing heavily in data to understand trends, offering artists different types of deals, and using their marketing muscle to help artists cut through the digital noise. The industry evolved by creating tools that complemented streaming algorithms instead of fighting them, helping artists understand their audiences instead of just praying for a decent playlist placement.

In our current information ecosystem, we're stuck in the awkward adolescence of a media revolution. The need for innovation couldn't be more urgent. Local newspapers are dying like mall food courts--2,500-plus have shut down since 2005. Traditional media outlets are under assault by the Trump administration. And AI is flooding us with convincing fake content, making human truth tellers all the more necessary.

Conversations about the press and the tech revolution often get stuck on the problems with or the inadequacy of any solution. It's time that changed. So I'll take the leap and propose some imperfect innovations. First, audiences could benefit from an independent, off-platform certification system to help them discern which independent voices adhere to journalistic standards. Not to be all "Papers, please" about it, but audiences need signals about who's committed to accuracy versus who's just chasing likes. One solution: a nonprofit voluntary opt-in LEED-type certification that awards something like a blue check mark--but vetted far more rigorously--to creators who use agreed-upon trusted sources, check their facts, and reveal when their content is sponsored. I'm aware that any credentialing system risks backlash from those suspicious of "gatekeeping." But people shouldn't be disparaged for "doing their own research" if they aren't offered the tools to tell reality from fiction.

Second, evidence-based creators need support. Imagine a fractional-ownership model where like-valued creators buy into a shared professional framework. With an economy of scale, we could collectively share in things such as legal protection and sophisticated audience-development tools designed specifically for evidence-based content. We could sign sponsors who understand the unique value of trusted voices. We could offer bundled subscriptions to help audiences find more of us at once. This could create sustainable revenue streams without compromising integrity.

Finally, legacy media, please stop viewing creators as a threat. We don't have to be competitors--we can be the connective tissue between trusted journalism and the platforms where people now consume most of their information. Traditional media outlets can stay relevant in the new digital reality by partnering with us. But first, it'd help if they'd allow for the possibility that what's happening isn't just the death of an old system--it's the messy, complicated birth of a new one. And like a newborn, it needs more than good intentions in order to thrive.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/08/awkward-adolescence-media-revolution/683863/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



<em>King of the Hill</em> Now Looks Like a Fantasy

The sitcom returns with a vision of suburban America that's harder to come by.

by Adrienne Matei




When Hank Hill, the stalwart, drawling protagonist of King of the Hill, returns to Texas, he kneels in the airport and kisses the floor. More than 15 years have passed since audiences last saw him--the show, which debuted a new season last week, ended its original 12-year run in 2009. Viewers learn that Hank and his wife, Peggy, have recently moved back to their yellow house on Rainey Street, in suburban Arlen, after several years living in Saudi Arabia. Hank had taken a job as a propane consultant there, where the couple had lived in an idyllic simulacrum of an American small town, a place that put Hank in mind of "what things were like in the '50s."

Then and now, the slice-of-life comedy--which also stars Hank and Peggy's son, Bobby-- mainly concerns neighborhood antics unfolding across Rainey Street's living rooms and lawns. (Bobby, for his part, is now a chef who lives in Dallas.) Yet its premise lands differently today than it did a decade and a half ago. Today, when only a quarter of Americans reportedly know most of their neighbors, and nearly as many say they feel lonely and disconnected from their community, King of the Hill's focus on neighborly relations is comforting, even idealistic--a vision of suburban America with strong social ties that, for the most part, isn't riven by cultural or political divisions. As such, the show feels like a playbook for a type of rosy coexistence that, in the real world, seems harder and harder to come by.

From the Hills' perspective, Arlen has primarily changed in ways they find inconvenient. Now Hank has to contend with ride-share apps, boba, and bike lanes that interfere with his commute--adjustments that are perturbing to him. But these signs of the times are easier for him to accept than the realization that some things, or people, haven't changed; they've deteriorated. Almost immediately after reuniting with his friends, Hank learns that Bill Dauterive, his longtime friend and neighbor, hasn't left his bedroom since the COVID lockdowns of 2020. Hank had been Bill's de facto lifeline for years, helping his friend even when it meant pushing himself wildly outside his comfort zone, such as getting a tattoo of Bill's name and donning a dress alongside him. Without Hank's stabilizing presence, Bill's well-being seems to have declined to the point that even Netflix--which he'd been watching nonstop--sent someone to his house to perform a wellness check.

Read: King of the Hill: The last bipartisan TV comedy

Horrified by Bill's sorry state, Hank vows to get his friend "back on track." But when his former boss calls to offer him an attractive job that would take him back to the Middle East, alongside all the amenities he could want, Hank's new dilemma seems to crystallize. Listening to the tempting offer, Hank stares across his lawn toward Bill, who's using a garden rake to drag a package in through his window without leaving his room. Does Hank really want to be back in this neighborhood, where his relationships create inescapable obligations and daily nuisances? By choosing to stay in Arlen, Hank and Peggy reaffirm King of the Hill's core message: that belonging to a community is a worthwhile enterprise that requires ongoing commitment. In the case of Bill, that ultimately means enticing him back into society with the appetizing waft and convivial chatter of a barbecue party--a small coup for social connection amid the inertia of alienation.

Mike Judge, one of the show's co-creators, has said that the character of Hank was partially inspired by neighbors he once had in suburban Texas, who saw Judge struggling to repair a broken fence in his yard and helped him fix it, unprompted. This habitual caretaking--the act of showing up for others, regardless of convenience or reward--is part of what the political theorist Hannah Arendt called the "web of human relationships," conceived on an ethic of tolerance and responsibility that goes deeper than simply enjoying your neighbors' company. After all, Bill can be a buzzkill, and the Hills' other neighbors, such as the conspiratorial Dale Gribble across the alley and the holier-than-thou Minh and Kahn Souphanousinphone next door, are flawed too. For the Hills, staying in Arlen means forgoing a more comfortable life to lump it with some weird personalities. But without taking pains to help one's neighbors, a resilient, tolerant community could not exist. And without that web of relationships, even the most Stepford-perfect town is a spiritual desert.

While Bill's storyline dramatizes how isolation can hollow out an individual's life, King of the Hill also explores how withdrawal can fray community ties more broadly. One episode finds Peggy aghast that her neighbors are pulling away from one another and receding into their technology: Many Arlen locals now pretend not to be home if their doorbell cameras reveal chatty-looking strangers on their doorstep; some even post paranoid warnings to an anonymous neighborhood forum, fearmongering about "strange people" sightings (half of which turn out to just be Dale).

Peggy takes it upon herself to bring the neighborhood together by erecting a lending library in her front yard. The initiative works well--until her books spread bedbugs, making everyone even angrier and more suspicious of one another. Peggy doesn't want to admit that she's responsible for a public-health fiasco, but the show underscores that a community can't function on good intentions alone. Sometimes, restoring harmony requires a willingness to lose face--which she does. After confessing to causing the outbreak, she leads a group effort to burn the infested books in a bonfire. "Texas morons have book-burning party," is how one anonymous forum user describes them. But at least the whole street comes together in the end, with someone strumming a guitar as the pages crackle.

Read: The least politically prejudiced place in America

King of the Hill's belief in the innate power of moral character remains one of its most appealing traits--but the revival glosses reality in order to preserve its gentle equilibrium. Many viewers have described the series as "small c" conservative: Hank values the familiarity of his traditions more than he's vocal about his political beliefs, but he also once refused to lick a stamp with an image of Bill Clinton on it. Judge has described its humor as "more social than political." In an episode of the original series, the Hills meet then-Governor George W. Bush at a presidential-campaign rally; world events that occurred during Bush's presidency, however--such as 9/11 and the Iraq War--never came up during the show's original run. Now neither do ongoing stories that have kept Texas in the news, such as the state's restrictive anti-abortion laws. The reveal that Dale was briefly elected mayor of Arlen on an anti-mask campaign is the closest the show comes this time around to commenting on today's culture wars.

Some viewers may find it difficult to reconcile the show's good-humored, inclusive portrayal of everyday suburban life with the political and social fragmentation found within many American communities today. A version of the show that more directly explored real-world tensions could have sharply captured the moment into which King of the Hill returns. However, its obvious distance from real life encourages viewers to suspend disbelief and immerse themselves in its true politic: participating in the ritual of neighborhood life, regardless of whether that just means standing in an alley with a beer, contributing to a frog chorus of "Yups" until everyone's made it through another day together.

All of this principled neighborliness may sound Pollyannaish, but the show's optimism seems intentional. King of the Hill has always held a distinctive place in Judge's canon: Though his other film and TV projects, such as Idiocracy, Beavis and Butt-Head, and Silicon Valley, mercilessly skewer what some critics have defined as "American suckiness," King of the Hill celebrates American decency. The show's narrative arcs continually reinforce that social trust is key to communities weathering any crisis, that being moral in the world can be a matter of looking out our windows and recognizing how we can serve one another, whether that's by fixing a fence or checking in on a friend. That's the evergreen charm of the Hill family: their pragmatic belief that helping out is just what neighbors do. Or, as a Girl Scout chirps to Hank while handing over a box of Caramel deLites, "It's nice to be nice."
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Trump Has a New Definition of Human Rights

State Department reports portray Germany as more oppressive than El Salvador.

by Anne Applebaum




For nearly half a century, the State Department has reported annually on human-rights conditions in countries around the world. The purpose of this exercise is not to cast aspersions, but to collect and disseminate reliable information. Congress mandated the reports back in 1977, and since then, legislators and diplomats have used them to shape decisions about sanctions, foreign aid, immigration, and political asylum.

Because the reports were perceived as relatively impartial, because they tried to reflect well-articulated standards--"internationally recognized individual, civil, political, and worker rights, as set forth in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights"--and because they were composed by professionals reporting from the ground, the annual documents became a gold standard, widely used by people around the world, cited in court cases and political campaigns. Year in and year out, one former official told me, they have been the most downloaded items on the State Department website.

Quite a few people will also read the 2024 reports, published yesterday. But they will do so for very different reasons. The original drafts were ready in January, before the Biden administration left office, following the usual practice. In past years, the reports were published in March or April. But this year they were delayed for several months while President Donald Trump's political appointees, including Michael Anton, the MAGA intellectual who is now the State Department's director of policy planning, rewrote the drafts.

Some of the changes affect the whole collection of documents, as entire categories of interest were removed. The Obama administration had previously put a strong focus on corruption, on the grounds that kleptocracy and autocracy are deeply linked, and it started collecting information on the persecution of sexual minorities. Over the past few weeks, as the new reports were being prepared, I spoke with former officials who had seen early versions, or who had worked on the reports in the past. As many of them expected, the latest reports do not address systemic discrimination against gay or trans people, and they remove observations about rape and violence against women.

But the revisions also go much further than expected, dropping references to corruption, restrictions on free and fair elections, rights to a fair trial, and the harassment of human-rights organizations. Threats to freedom of assembly are no longer considered sufficiently important to mention. In a number of instances, criticism of Israel is classified, crudely, as "antisemitism." Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva's use of the word genocide to describe the war in Gaza, for example, is listed as an act of "antisemitism and antisemitic incitement," even though that term, however disputable or controversial, has also been used by Israelis and in any case violates no international human-rights norms at all.

Jonathan Chait: The pro-Israel right is shifting the definition of anti-Semitism

Along with the category changes, entries for 20 countries were also flagged for special consideration. These were sent for review to Samuel Samson, a political appointee in the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. Dozens of professionals have been fired or removed from that office, widely known as DRL; Samson--who is, according to NPR, a recent college graduate and an alumnus of a program designed to put conservative activists into government jobs--remains. The end result of his and others' efforts are reports that contain harsh and surprising assessments of democratic U.S. allies, including the U.K., Romania, Germany, and Brazil, and softer depictions of some dictatorships and other countries favored by Trump or his entourage. El Salvador and Israel, I was told, required so much rewriting that these two entries help explain the long delay in the reports' publication.

Reading the results, you can see why. The new Israel report is simply far shorter than the original draft, with no significant discussion of the humanitarian crisis or high death toll in Gaza. El Salvador is a blatant whitewash. "There were no credible reports of significant human rights abuses," the latest report claims. By contrast, the previous report spoke of "significant human rights issues" and specifically mentioned harsh, even lethal prison conditions. An Amnesty International report also covering 2024 speaks of "arbitrary detentions and human rights violations" in El Salvador, as well as "serious failings in the judicial system." In overcrowded prisons, "detention conditions were inhumane, with reports of torture and other ill-treatment." Here, the State Department's motivation is not hard to guess. Because the Trump administration is sending prisoners to El Salvador, the department massaged the report to avoid the glaring truth: The U.S. is endangering people by sending them to Salvadoran prisons.

The report on Germany, a highly functional democracy, is equally strange. The State report speaks of "significant human rights issues," including "restrictions on freedom of expression." One specific example: German law "required internet companies, including U.S. internet platforms, to take down hate speech within 24 hours or face stiff fines." Germans, in other words, are being called human-rights abusers because they continue to outlaw Nazi propaganda, as they have done since 1945. The Trump administration's motives are clear here too. The goal is to please U.S. tech companies, notably X, that find it convenient or profitable to spread Nazi propaganda, and perhaps to help the Alternative for Germany, the far-right party publicly praised and courted by J. D. Vance.

But the details of the reports are less important than the overall impact. Several former officials pointed out that the U.S. has not only abandoned internationally accepted definitions of what is meant by rights, but also  any objectivity or consistency. Original reporting from embassies has been removed, replaced with language clearly--and in a few cases ludicrously--manipulated by political appointees. This is very bad for human-rights defenders in places like Cuba or China, where activists in the past used U.S. language and reporting to make arguments to their own governments or to international institutions.

From the May 2025 issue: America's future is Hungary

None of them can now claim that the State Department Human Rights Report has any factual standing, or indeed that any U.S.-government document on human rights is an objective measure of anything. "This essentially says the United States is no longer your ally, that the United States doesn't see clearly beyond the rhetoric of your regime," one former official who still has relationships with DRL told me. "And I think that's really, really tragic."

In truth, some of the changes seem designed not so much to shape U.S. foreign policy as to shape U.S. domestic policy. Christopher Le Mon, a former DRL official, told me he thinks that "the domestic political agenda is really the organizing principle here." He might be right. The administration is saying, after all, that it no longer finds electoral cheating or manipulation to be a problem; it doesn't think the harassment of civic groups is a bad thing; it doesn't object to discrimination against women or sexual minorities; and it will never demand transparency or accountability from the providers of internet algorithms, no matter what they choose to amplify or promote. The reports' authors, who include some of the most ideological people in the administration, are also telling Americans what they think of the standards that both Republicans and Democrats have held up for years. Now, says Le Mon, "they're making it that much easier to just erase human rights from what has been a long-standing, relatively bipartisan history in U.S. foreign policy."

Ironically, this shift in American language puts the U.S. directly in alliance with China, whose diplomats have been campaigning for years to change the diplomatic discourse about human rights. Christopher Walker, the author of an influential paper on Chinese influence campaigns, which he calls "sharp power," told me that the Chinese Communist Party has been seeking to "neuter or muddy the waters" around international discussions of fundamental human rights. "From Beijing's point of view, the more such language is emasculated, the greater the CCP's competitive advantage," he said. Russians, North Koreans, Iranians, Cubans, and others will also find this shift an immense relief.

We knew this was coming. In a speech in Riyadh earlier this year, Trump flagged America's new indifference to human rights, promising the Saudis and other Middle Eastern monarchs that America would stop "giving you lectures on how to live and how to govern your own affairs." That made it sound like the administration would be somehow neutral. But as Walker pointed out, in a world of intense ideological competition, there is no such thing as neutrality. Debates about the definition of human rights will continue. The U.S. will simply play a different role in them. Tom Malinowski, a former congressman who once ran the DRL bureau, puts it best. The reports, he told me, show that the "U.S. still has a values-based foreign policy, but with twisted values." Americans are giving plenty of lectures to other people on how to live, but to different people and with a different result.
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The Virtue of Integrity

The only way out of our wreckage is to rewrite the cultural script, to make excellence in character admired again.

by Peter Wehner




Jean Guehenno lived in Nazi-occupied France, where, unlike so many of his contemporaries, he refused to write a word for a publishing industry under Nazi control. He felt shame about the Vichy government's collaboration with Nazi Germany. "What to make of French writers, who, to stay on the right side of the occupation authorities, decide to write about anything but the one thing all French people are thinking about," Guehenno asked in his journal, later published as Diary of the Dark Years, "or worse still, who, out of cowardice, bolster the occupants' plan to make it appear as though everything in France continues as it did before?"

In an essay for Liberties, Ian Buruma writes that Guehenno's journal "is wise, witty, and scathing about his fellow writers" who had elected to proceed as if nothing had changed. "Incapable of being in hiding for long," Guehenno wrote, this type of literary figure "would sell his soul just to keep his name in print."

The United States today isn't occupied France, and nothing currently in America is comparable to the worst of Nazism. But any number of regimes, though they fall short of the German Reich, act in ways that are morally problematic or even wicked. Collaboration and capitulation--the selling of a soul--take many forms, including in America.

INTEGRITY IS A VIRTUE on which good character is built. Other virtues can be admirable but isolated. One can be courageous in the pursuit of injustice. A person can be honest but ungenerous, forgiving but lazy. Al Capone, after all, sponsored a soup kitchen during the Great Depression.

Peter Wehner: The unconstitutional conservatives

Integrity--whose root word, integer, means wholeness, a thing complete in itself--assimilates other virtues. A person of integrity possesses an inner harmony, a moral coherence. As the philosopher Robert C. Solomon put it: "Integrity is not itself a virtue so much as it is a synthesis of the virtues, working together to form a coherent whole."

Integrity is a subject of ancient interest. Plato believed that a tripartite soul included reason, desire, and spirit. For Aristotle, virtue was divided into moral and intellectual categories. Virtue was not a matter of isolated acts; it was an ingrained disposition, an orientation of the mind and heart, developed through practice and habituation. This led to a unified life, which in turn led to the highest human good: eudaemonia, or human flourishing, a life of purpose devoted to the good.

To be sure, people of integrity aren't perfect. But they are individuals who possess an internal cohesiveness among distinct parts. Their values and behavior display a consistency that is the foundation of trust and mutual respect.

"No man is a hero to his valet," says the 18th-century proverb. Many of those who serve another see a different, darker side to those whom they serve. The closer you get to other people, the more obvious their flaws become. Their public and private lives are at odds with each other. In contrast, a life of integrity works in concert with itself, has a consistency regardless of the circumstances an individual finds themselves in. "Except for the point, the still point / There would be no dance, and there is only the dance," T. S. Eliot wrote. People of integrity are still points in a turning world.

I'VE BEEN THINKING about integrity a lot lately, in part because more and more it's seen, certainly in politics, as unfashionable. It wasn't always this way. The central figure in the American founding, George Washington, was universally respected for his rectitude. Even the British recognized the quality of his character. (When King George III heard that Washington might surrender his commission as commander in chief of the Continental Army, he reportedly said that if Washington did so, "he would be the greatest man in the world.")

Washington was a complex and elusive figure, as his biographer Ron Chernow wrote, full of pent-up passion. But Washington was also a man of sterling character, brave, devoted to his country, civic minded, and possessed of an unsurpassed sense of duty. Although he was given great power, he never abused it. As Major General Henry Lee eulogized Washington at his funeral, "The purity of his private character gave effulgence to his public virtues."

No other president, with the possible exception of Lincoln, was Washington's equal. But for nearly the entirety of American history, up until a decade ago, Washington set the standard. Presidents had to at least appear to be better than they were, offering the tribute that vice pays to virtue.

No more. Donald Trump's corruption is borderless, in ways we've never quite seen before. But what's also precedent-shattering is that he doesn't try to hide it. His depravity is all in the open.

That his supporters celebrate his bad behavior makes this even more discouraging. Many of them find his behavior thrilling, including large swaths of Christian fundamentalists and evangelicals, men and women who worship Jesus with their lips while giving priority to Trump and the MAGA movement in their heart. Add to the mix the craven, across-the-board capitulation to Trump by one elite institution after another--law firms and tech giants, universities and entertainment companies, news networks and once-great newspapers.

All of this ramifies through society. Every day, in a thousand different ways, Trump's corrosive ethic is validated and replicated. Cruelty is the coin of the realm; it's the way to get ahead. Americans ask themselves, and one another, the inevitable questions: If the president can get away with it, why can't we? If breaking the rules helps him, why shouldn't it help us? 

The only way out of this wreckage is to rewrite the cultural script, to make excellence in character admired again. And that starts with recognizing the power of moral example.

"Finally, brothers and sisters," Saint Paul wrote to the church in Philippi, "whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable--if anything is excellent or praiseworthy--think about such things."

MY WIFE, CINDY, AND I have recently discovered a compelling and highly entertaining way to think about such things. We've been watching Foyle's War, a British detective series that began broadcasting in 2002, was canceled for a time, and was revived until it ended in 2015.

The series was initially set during World War II, in Hastings, a seaside town on the southern coast of England. The drama revolves around Christopher Foyle, a detective chief superintendent; his driver, Samantha "Sam" Stewart; and Detective Sergeant Paul Milner. The series, notable for its meticulous attention to historical detail, later shifts to London, as Foyle and Stewart join MI5 after the war.

The plots are multilayered and intricate; they deal with complex moral dilemmas--justice in ordinary times versus justice in wartime, for example, and which moral compromises should be made for the "greater good" of the war effort--with nuance. But what makes this series so remarkable, apart from the brilliant (and brilliantly understated) acting of Michael Kitchen as Foyle, is that the character is "a quiet man who makes a religion of honor, responsibility and competence," as the television critic Mike Hale wrote in The New York Times. Foyle does so without ever appearing self-righteous or moralistic. Rather, he is a good man trying to do the right thing in a fallen world.

It's not so much that we know every ethical line Foyle draws is the exact right one; it's rather that we know he's doing the best he can to pursue justice. He does so even--and sometimes especially--when there's enormous pressure on him to buckle, including from those in power. Foyle's moral compass can't be demagnetized.

Foyle treats those over whom he has authority with respect. He's restrained, not glamorous; wry and scrupulous; a man of quiet strength; and uncompromised. It helps, too, that his private life is unstained. He is, to invoke a rather old-fashioned word, a gentleman. You can't imagine Foyle selling his soul for anything, which makes him particularly anomalous today, when we see soul-selling all around us.

THE SOCIAL SCIENTIST JAMES Q. WILSON, in his 1993 book, The Moral Sense, argued that our moral sense is rooted in human nature. He believed that we have a natural capacity for ethical behavior, but that it needs to be nurtured. "Mankind has a moral sense," Wilson wrote, "but much of the time its reach is short and its effects uncertain." And so, when it comes to cultivating moral excellence, we must take our allies where we find them.

Jonathan Rauch: One word describes Trump

The best allies are people in your life who personify integrity, who live with honor, and who show us the way. In my own life, I count such people among my greatest blessings. I think of them more than they may know. But fictional characters can help us too.

In his essay "On Three Ways of Writing for Children," C. S. Lewis, who also wrote The Chronicles of Narnia, said, "Since it is so likely that [children] will meet cruel enemies, let them at least have heard of brave knights and heroic courage. Otherwise you are making their destiny not brighter but darker." Lewis knew the power of stories, and the power of heroes, to mold the character of children, to inspire them, even to help shape how they see the world.

I'd add only that what is true for children is also true for adults. It may not be in quite the same way, but it can still make a difference. We all need to hear from time to time about brave knights and heroic tales--and even, perhaps, about police detectives in small towns on the south shore of England.
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Vladimir Putin Could Be Laying a Trap

Donald Trump badly wants a deal to end the war in Ukraine. What is he willing to give up?

by Jonathan Lemire




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

Vladimir Putin has had a tough few months. His military's much-feared summer offensive has made incremental gains in Ukraine but not nearly the advances he had hoped. His economy has sputtered. Donald Trump has grown fed up with Putin's repeated defiance of his calls for a cease-fire and, for the first time, has targeted the Russian president with consistently harsh rhetoric. Last week, Trump slapped one of Russia's major trading partners, India, with sanctions.

Putin needs to buy time to change the trajectory of the conflict. So the former KGB spymaster has given Trump something that the U.S. president has wanted for months: a one-on-one summit to discuss the end of the conflict. Trump leaped at the chance. But as the two men prepare to meet in Alaska on Friday, foreign-policy experts--and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--are warning that Trump could be walking into a trap that the Russian leader is setting on American soil.

"Putin has already won. He is the leader of a rogue state, and he'll get a picture on U.S. soil with the president of the United States," John Bolton, one of Trump's former national security advisers, told me. "Trump wants a deal. And if he can't get one now, he may walk away from it entirely."

Putin has shown no sign of compromising his positions. His demands to reach an end to hostilities remain maximalist: He wants Russia to keep the territory it conquered, and Ukraine to forgo the security guarantees that could prevent Moscow from attacking again. Those terms are nonstarters for Ukraine and the European nations that have rallied to its defense.

Having promised an end to the war during his campaign, Trump, above all, is desperate for the fighting to stop, and observers fear that, as a result, he might agree to Putin's terms regardless of what Ukraine wants. Trump has already said in recent days that Russia and Ukraine will need to "swap lands" (without specifying which ones). But it is not clear that Russia is willing to give up anything. And if Zelensky were to reject a deal, no matter how one-sided it might be, in Trump's mind, Kyiv would suddenly be the primary obstacle to peace. That could lead Trump to once again unleash his wrath on Zelensky, with potentially disastrous consequences for Ukraine's ability to keep fighting the war.

Read: Trump invites Putin to set foot in America

"Clearly Putin's strategy is to delay and play the president: string him along, concede nothing, exclude Zelensky," Democratic Senator Richard Blumenthal of Connecticut, who sits on the Armed Services Committee, told me. "My preeminent fear is a bad deal that Zelensky rejects, and then he becomes the bad guy, and that then Trump, once again in his classic mixture of vengeance and vanity, will turn against Ukraine."

Trump has made clear that he wants peace. He also wants a Nobel Peace Prize. Several of his closest allies have told me that the fact that President Barack Obama received one infuriates Trump. He has taken to declaring that he has "ended six wars" in his second term. Fact-checkers say this claim is exaggerated, though it's true that his administration has focused on global hot spots in recent weeks, receiving acclaim for brokering peace agreements between Cambodia and Thailand, India and Pakistan, and Azerbaijan and Armenia. The world's most high-profile conflicts, in Gaza and in Ukraine, however, have only escalated in recent months. The situation in Gaza appears to be deteriorating, and Trump has not done anything to stop Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's controversial plan to occupy Gaza.

So Trump sees an opportunity with Ukraine. The bloodiest war in Europe since World War II has become deadlier this year, and the warring sides have expanded their arsenals with weapons capable of striking deep into enemy territory.

The White House dismissed the notion that Trump could be outfoxed by Putin. "What have any of these so-called foreign policy 'experts' ever accomplished in their lives, other than criticizing Donald Trump?" White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me in a statement. "President Trump has solved seven global conflicts in six months, and he has made extensive progress in ending the Russia-Ukraine War, which he inherited from our foolish previous president, Joe Biden." Some Trump allies believe that he will stand up to Putin, and that he is appropriately skeptical of the Russian leader. Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, for instance, invoked the Cold War when he posted on social media on Friday that he was "confident President Trump will walk away - like Reagan - if Putin insists on a bad deal."

Trump has been burned by Putin before. In recent months, the president has complained that Putin would tell him one thing in their phone calls and then act entirely differently on the battlefield. Trump reiterated that complaint to reporters yesterday at the White House. "I believe he wants to get it over with," Trump said of Putin. "Now, I've said that a few times, and I've been disappointed. Because I'd have a good call with him and then missiles would be lobbed into Kyiv or some other place, and you'd have 60 people laying on a road dying."

The summit was thrown together so quickly that, with days to go, U.S. officials are still scrambling to finalize the details. Trump yesterday characterized the summit as "a feel-out meeting," perhaps hinting that no final deal would be reached in Alaska. That was taken as a hopeful sign by some who are skeptical of having the summit at all. "The least-bad outcome is that the men would have an exchange of views, but that Trump would stay noncommittal and no deal would be reached. That would be okay, even perhaps a small first step," Richard Haass, who worked in three Republican administrations before leading the Council on Foreign Relations, told me. "The fear is that the president wants an agreement too much and will carry far too much of Moscow's water."

But if history is any indication, Putin might be able to use the summit to again curry Trump's favor. Several times in both his first and second terms, Trump followed up a meeting or call with Putin by repeating Kremlin talking points. Most infamously, this occurred during a 2018 summit with Putin in Helsinki, when I asked Trump if he believed U.S. intelligence agencies' conclusion that Russia had interfered in the 2016 U.S. election. And yesterday, after Putin had signaled his interest in the summit, Trump took a swipe at Zelensky, who has strenuously objected to giving any territory to Russia and has noted that the Ukrainian constitution requires that any cession of land must be done by national vote."I get along with Zelensky. But you know, I disagree with what he's done. Very, very severely disagree. This is a war that should have never happened," Trump told reporters in the White House briefing room. "I was a little bothered by the fact that Zelensky was saying, 'Well, I have to get constitutional approval.' I mean, he's got approval to go into war and kill everybody."

Tom Nichols: It was an ambush

Since his blow-up with Trump in the Oval Office in February and Washington's brief pause on intelligence sharing with Kyiv, Zelensky has tried to remain on Trump's good side, with some success. He managed to secure a positive one-on-one meeting with Trump on the sidelines of Pope Francis's funeral at the Vatican in late April. And he has refrained from criticizing the president by name when voicing reservations about U.S. policy toward Ukraine, including a weapons pause in June. Although he has expressed dismay at being excluded from the Alaska summit, Zelensky has not gone after Trump. "We understand Russia's intention to try to deceive America--we will not allow this," Zelensky said in an address to his nation on Sunday.

Originally, Trump agreed to the Putin summit under the condition that a second meeting would be held with both Putin and Zelensky. But the Kremlin balked at that plan, and Trump dropped it. Trump said yesterday that he would instead brief European leaders shortly after the summit, potentially even from Air Force One on the flight back to Washington. He also will partake in a virtual meeting with leaders, including Zelensky, this week before heading to Alaska.

Europe has watched the summit run-up warily. Several European nations have vowed to fortify Ukraine with weapons if the United States bows out of the conflict. Vice President J. D. Vance, one of the administration's loudest isolationist voices, this weekend declared, "We're done with the funding of the Ukraine war business" and said the United States would soon only be willing to sell arms to Europe to give to Ukraine. But Europe seems unlikely to be able to sustain the level of arms and intelligence that Ukraine would need to defend itself. And if Putin manages to secure a victory in Ukraine, he could soon look to expand his war aims elsewhere.

All of which heightens the stakes of the summit in Alaska. "Putin kept pushing Trump and eventually went further than Trump was willing to be pushed. He got mad, so Putin gave him this summit," Bolton told me. "Now he wants to work his KGB magic on Trump and get him back in line."
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Why RFK Jr.'s Anti-Vaccine Campaign Is Working

The Trump administration's COVID-revenge campaign has laid the groundwork for Kennedy's larger agenda.

by Katherine J. Wu




Four and a half years ago, fresh off the success of Operation Warp Speed, mRNA vaccines were widely considered--as President Donald Trump said in December 2020--a "medical miracle." Last week, the United States government decidedly reversed that stance when Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. canceled nearly half a billion dollars' worth of grants and contracts for mRNA-vaccine research.



With Kennedy leading HHS, this about-face is easy to parse as yet another anti-vaccine move. But the assault on mRNA is also proof of another kind of animus: the COVID-revenge campaign that top officials in this administration have been pursuing for months, attacking the policies, technologies, and people that defined the U.S.'s pandemic response. As the immediacy of the COVID crisis receded, public anger about the American response to it took deeper root--perhaps most prominently among some critics who are now Trump appointees. That acrimony has become an essential tool in Kennedy's efforts to undermine vaccines. "It is leverage," Dorit Reiss, a vaccine-law expert at UC Law San Francisco, told me. "It is a way to justify doing things that he wouldn't be able to get away with otherwise."



COVID revenge has defined the second Trump administration's health policy from the beginning. Kennedy and his allies have ousted prominent HHS officials who played key roles in the development of COVID policy, as well as scientists at the National Institutes of Health, including close colleagues of Anthony Fauci, the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (and, according to Trump, an idiot and a "disaster"). In June, Kennedy dismissed every member of the CDC Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), which has helped shape COVID-vaccine recommendations, and handpicked replacements for them. HHS and ACIP are now stacked with COVID contrarians who have repeatedly criticized COVID policies and minimized the benefits of vaccines. Under pressure from Trump officials, the NIH has terminated funding for hundreds of COVID-related grants. The president and his appointees have espoused the highly disputed notion that COVID began as a leak from "an unsafe lab in Wuhan, China"--and cited the NIH's funding of related research as a reason to restrict federal agencies' independent grant-awarding powers.



This administration is rapidly rewriting the narrative of COVID vaccines as well. In an early executive order, Trump called for an end to COVID-19-vaccine mandates in schools, even though few remained; earlier this month, HHS rolled back a Biden-era policy that financially rewarded hospitals for reporting staff-vaccination rates, describing the policy as "coercive." The FDA has made it harder for manufacturers to bring new COVID shots to market, narrowed who can get the Novavax shot, and approved the Moderna COVID-19 vaccines for only a limited group of children, over the objections of agency experts. For its part, the CDC softened its COVID-shot guidance for pregnant people and children, after Kennedy--who has described the shots as "the deadliest vaccine ever made"--tried to unilaterally remove it. Experts told me they fear that what access remains to the shots for children and adults could still be abolished; so could COVID-vaccine manufacturers' current protection from liability. (Andrew Nixon, an HHS spokesperson, said in an email that the department would not comment on potential regulatory changes.)



The latest assault against mRNA vaccines, experts told me, is difficult to disentangle from the administration's pushback on COVID shots--which, because of the pandemic, the public now views as synonymous with the technology, Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the Pandemic Center at Brown University School of Public Health, told me. Kennedy and his team justified the mRNA cuts by citing controversial research compiled by COVID critics, and suggesting--in contrast to a wealth of evidence--that the vaccines' risks outweigh their benefits, and that they "fail to protect effectively against upper respiratory infections like COVID and flu." And he insisted, without proof, that mRNA vaccines prolong pandemics. Meanwhile, NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya argued that the cancellations were driven by a lack of public trust in the technology itself. In May, the Trump administration also pulled more than $700 million in funds from Moderna that had initially been awarded to develop mRNA-based flu vaccines. The mRNA funding terminated so far came from HHS's Biomedical Advanced Research and Development Authority; multiple NIH officials told me that they anticipate that similar grant cuts will follow at their agency. (In an email, Kush Desai, a spokesperson for the White House, defended the administration's decision as a way to prioritize funding with "the most untapped potential"; Nixon echoed that sentiment, casting the decision as "a necessary pivot in how we steward public health innovations in vaccines.")



COVID is a politically convenient entryway to broader anti-vaccine sentiment. COVID shots are among the U.S.'s most politicized vaccines, and many Republicans have, since the outbreak's early days, been skeptical of COVID-mitigation policies. Although most Americans remain supportive of vaccines on the whole, most Republicans--and many Democrats--say they're no longer keen on getting more COVID shots. "People trust the COVID vaccines less," Nuzzo told me, which makes it easy for the administration's vaccine opponents to use attacks on those vaccines as purchase for broader assaults.



For all their COVID-centric hype, mRNA vaccines have long been under development for many unrelated diseases. And experts now worry that the blockades currently in place for certain types of mRNA vaccines could soon extend to other, similar technologies, including mRNA-based therapies in development for cancer and genetic disease, which might not make it through the approval process at Kennedy's FDA. (Nixon said HHS would continue to invest in mRNA research for cancer and other complex diseases.) Casting doubt on COVID shots makes other vaccines that have been vetted in the same way--and found to be safe and effective, based on high-quality data--look dubious. "Once you establish that it's okay to override something for COVID," Reiss told me, "it's much easier to say, 'Well, now we're going to unrecommend MMR.'" (Kennedy's ACIP plans to review the entire childhood-immunization schedule and assess its cumulative effects.)



Plenty of other avenues remain for Kennedy to play on COVID discontent--fear of the shots' side effects, distaste for mandates, declining trust in public health and medical experts--to pull back the government's support for vaccination. He has announced, for instance, his intention to reform the Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, which helps protect manufacturers from lawsuits over illegitimate claims about a vaccine's health effects, and his plans to find "ways to enlarge that program so that COVID-vaccine-injured people can be compensated." Some of the experts I spoke with fear that the FDA's Vaccines and Related Biological Products Advisory Committee--the agency's rough equivalent of ACIP--could be remade in Kennedy's vision. The administration has also been very willing to rescind federal funding from universities in order to forward its own ideas: Kennedy could, perhaps, threaten to withhold money from universities that require any vaccines for students.



Kennedy has also insisted that "we need to stop trusting the experts"--that Americans, for instance, shouldn't have been discouraged from doing their own research during the pandemic. He could use COVID as an excuse to make that maxim Americans' reality: Many public-health and infectious-disease-focused professional societies rely on at least some degree of federal funding, Nirav D. Shah, a former principal deputy director of the CDC, told me. Stripping those resources would be "a way to cut their legs off"--or, at the very least, would further delegitimize those expert bodies in the public eye. Kennedy has already barred representatives from professional societies, including the American Academy of Pediatrics and the Infectious Diseases Society of America, from participating in ACIP subcommittees after those two societies and others collectively sued HHS over its shifts in COVID policy. The public fight between medicine and government is now accelerating the nation onto a path where advice diverges over not just COVID shots but vaccines generally. (When asked about how COVID resentment was guiding the administration's decisions, Desai said that the media had politicized science to push for pandemic-era mandates and that The Atlantic "continues to fundamentally misunderstand how the Trump administration is reversing this COVID era politicization of HHS.")



The coronavirus pandemic began during the first Trump presidency; now its legacy is being exploited by a second one. Had the pandemic never happened, Kennedy would likely still be attacking vaccines, maybe even from the same position of power he currently commands. But without the lightning rod of COVID, Kennedy's attacks would be less effective. Already, one clear consequence of the Trump administration's anti-COVID campaign is that it will leave the nation less knowledgeable about and less prepared against all infectious diseases, Gregory Poland, a vaccinologist and the president of Atria Research Institute, told me. That might be the Trump administration's ultimate act of revenge. No matter who is in charge when the U.S. meets its next crisis, those leaders may be forced into a corner carved out by Trump and Kennedy--one from which the country must fight disease without adequate vaccination, research, or public-health expertise. This current administration will have left the nation with few other options.
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Is This the Hardest Physical Contest in the World?

The Best Ranger Competition belies the idea that the Army is weak or "woke."

by Kevin Maurer




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

The United States Army, in business now for more than 250 years, comprises more than 450,000 soldiers. Of those, about a third are in combat arms, serving in armor, artillery, engineering, cyber, and aviation units. Some 56,000 are in the infantry, the "Queen of Battle," serving in units such as the 82nd Airborne Division and the 4th Infantry Division. These are the soldiers who go to battle on foot (or, in the case of Airborne units, by parachute--at least on occasion). Among them are some of the most physically fit humans on the planet--the soldiering equivalent of Olympic decathletes.

These are the sort who choose to attend Ranger School, the grueling 61-day Army course at Fort Benning, in Georgia, that is meant to push the body, and the spirit, substantially past the breaking point. Only about half of those who start Ranger School eventually finish, some after trying repeatedly. The most elite of those who graduate, the 1 percent of the 1 percent, show up each April to compete in what's known colloquially as the Ranger Olympics.

This event is not well known. It is not televised. Not one participant is sponsored by Nike. But the Best Ranger Competition may be the hardest physical competition in the world. Fifty-two teams of two soldiers each start the Ranger Olympics. Over the course of three days, the field is narrowed as soldiers march and run dozens of miles, crawl through obstacle courses, and navigate swamps at night. They carry 50 pounds in their rucksacks, climb 60-foot ropes, and sleep, at most, for four hours at a time. All told, the average competitor burns more than 30,000 calories.

These soldiers are, pound for pound, the fittest, most trained, and most disciplined the world has ever known. They are also, nevertheless, part of what President Donald Trump has called our "woke military that can't fight or win." Trump has vowed to remake the armed forces, eliminating diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts and excoriating generals (many of whom served in combat) as losers. His secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, has moved to push trans service members out of the military ("No more dudes in dresses," he said in a speech this spring) and has suggested that women should not serve in combat.

For three days in Georgia this spring, those culture wars felt very far away, in part because what I saw at Best Ranger belies the idea that the Army is weak or "woke"; in part because among the 104 soldiers on the starting line at Fort Benning was a 25-year-old first lieutenant named Gabrielle White, a West Point graduate who was the first woman to compete for the Best Ranger title; and in part because, to her opponents on the course, the fact that she was a woman did not seem to matter. The only thing that mattered to the Rangers I met was that she had qualified for the competition.


First Lieutenants Kevin Moore and Griffin Hokanson, both members of the 75th Ranger Regiment, were favored to win this year's competition. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



I've covered the military for more than 20 years and have seen soldiers in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. Through my travels, I've come to realize that the political class and civilians in general have little idea who soldiers are or why they serve. In the past, military service was almost an unwritten requirement of the Oval Office, but the only president to have served in the past three decades was George W. Bush (who did not see combat). And although the U.S. has one of the largest active militaries in the world, less than 1 percent of its population serves in the armed forces, which means that most civilians have little contact with the military.

During the 20 years of war that began in 2001, the military faced numerous crises of public perception. In fairness, the mission the armed forces were given during the War on Terror was near impossible, with an ever-evolving definition of victory in both Afghanistan and Iraq and competing agendas from administrations of both parties, not to mention a public more comfortable with thanking soldiers for their service than sharing the burden.

These days, debates over trans and women soldiers and other "wokeness" wars dominate the discourse around the military, all of which hides the fact that, in my experience, most people volunteer to serve because they want to be part of something bigger than themselves. Once among the ranks, most consider a soldier's politics or gender identity less important than their ability to do the job.

Read: The backdoor way that Pete Hegseth could keep women out of combat

The military must now reinvent itself for a modern battlefield where it could face combat against Russia, China, or North Korea--or perhaps more than one at once. In this context, understanding the current force is crucially important. The Best Ranger Competition offers a glimpse of some of the most elite soldiers at work.

A month before the competition, I met the three qualifying teams from the 75th Ranger Regiment, a special-operations unit whose members had won the competition four years in a row. They were training on an indoor turf field with squat racks along one side and cardio machines along the other.

When I arrived, the soldiers were finishing a workout--doing planks with a 45-pound plate on their back and carrying 120 pounds 10 yards after a circuit of squats and bench presses. Speakers blared AC/DC and Johnny Cash. Nick O'Brien, who trains the regiment's 3,000 Rangers, looked on with his team of nine coaches, trainers, and dietitians.

For months, these six men had paused their day jobs with the regiment to prepare under O'Brien, practicing tasks such as assembling just about every handheld weapon in the American arsenal, marching and running for miles, and navigating the woods at night with just a compass and a map, eating only MREs ("meals ready to eat"), rations supplied by the Army that, over time, do demoralizing things to the standard human digestive tract.

First Lieutenants Kevin Moore and Griffin Hokanson, who composed Team 44, were favored to win this year. It was the first time that either man had represented the 75th and the first time they had been paired, but they had competed for other units in the past. Both look, a bit disconcertingly, like action figures. Hokanson, who's originally from Oregon, is a faster runner and more agile on the obstacles; Moore, from New York, is stronger. Both graduated from West Point in 2021. First Lieutenant Gabrielle White was also in their class, and the three started Ranger School together the following year. Moore had noticed that the leaders he respected all had Ranger scrolls on their sleeves. Hokanson had a battalion commander who was a Ranger, and saw that Ranger School was where lieutenants who wanted more of a challenge than what they found in the conventional army went.

Neither Moore nor Hokanson has faced combat, but they understand, as all Rangers do, that the battlefield in the age of drone warfare can easily become what a former senior Ukrainian commander called a "zone of continuous death." Networks of tunnels mean threats can come from any direction--above or below. The infantry must prepare for action at night, or underground, to avoid detection.

Still, no other part of warfare is as unchanging as the soldier on the ground, holding the line, defending it, or taking it. The Ranger motto--said to have originated on D-Day, as German mortars and artillery fell down on Omaha Beach--is "Rangers lead the way." Ranger battalions were deactivated at the end of World War II but called back into action again in Korea, where they executed raids, set ambushes, and led the counterattack during the winter of 1950 to regain land lost to the Communist offensive. The first Ranger School class was conducted around this time at Fort Benning, focused on individual combat skills and decision making under pressure, reflecting lessons learned in both World War II and the Korean War.

Later, as the armed services were becoming an all-volunteer force in the final years of the Vietnam War, generals saw the need for a specialized infantry unit capable of rapid deployment to troublespots around the world. The 1st Ranger Battalion was activated as a permanent unit in 1974. The idea was to build a unit that would act as a benchmark of excellence for the volunteer force. "The battalion is to be an elite, light, and the most proficient infantry battalion in the world. A battalion that can do things with its hands and weapons better than anyone," General Creighton W. Abrams Jr. wrote in what would become the unit's charter. "Wherever the battalion goes, it must be apparent that it is the best."

In recent decades, Rangers deployed during conflicts including 1991's Gulf War and the War on Terror. Rangers were among the special-operations forces who took part in the Battle of Mogadishu in Somalia in 1993, in which two Black Hawk helicopters were shot down and 18 American soldiers, including members of the 75th, were killed. In 2019, Rangers and Delta Force operators killed the Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. "I often think how many soldiers are alive today because they were led by a Ranger," retired Command Sergeant Major Rick Merritt, who served 25 years in the 75th Ranger Regiment, including combat deployments to Panama, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Iraq, told me. Ranger School, Merritt said, is "the ultimate life-insurance policy for going to combat."


Soldiers wait to begin the Best Ranger Competition at Fort Benning on April 11. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)





This year's competition started before dawn at Camp Rogers, a training area at Fort Benning, in the pine forest of western Georgia. A crowd of spectators had gathered, a mix of family members, unit mates, and former Rangers. Midway through the first seven-mile run, the competitors picked up a 60-pound sandbag that they would carry for the rest of the race.

The 75th Ranger Regiment teams were among the first to return to Camp Rogers, barely pausing after dropping the sandbags before heading to Victory Pond. There, they dove into the frigid water and made their way toward the boat ramp on the opposite shore, about 400 meters away. Some dog-paddled, held up by their life jacket. Others paddled on their back, hoping to conserve energy. One by one, the Rangers shuffled out of the water, soaked and shivering in the cool morning air.

"This sucks," one of the paratroopers of Team 34 said as they scrambled up the concrete boat ramp and a subsequent hill.

Without stopping, his partner answered with the universal infantry rejoinder, "Embrace the suck."

That meant a day of marching with 50-pound rucksacks as the teams navigated from task to task, earning points for each. In the past, the competition had been linear: Each team followed the same sequence of events. This year's wrinkle--called "Ranger Reckoning"--left it to the soldiers to complete the remaining objectives in any order.

Each task presented a different problem. One was an urban-assault course where teams attacked a two-story building; after throwing a grenade into a makeshift bunker, they would rush forward to a yellow line and perform 20 burpees (an exercise in which a single rep includes a push-up followed by a squat jump). The exercise raised their heart rate, mimicking the stress of combat. Once the burpees were done, the team shot red balloons attached to two targets before moving inside a cinder-block house, where they then faced other targets meant to represent both enemy fighters (to shoot) and civilians (to avoid shooting).

In past years, completing events faster meant more time to rest between events. But this new format turned the first day into an endurance competition, O'Brien told me. In all, the teams marched about 35 miles to complete the course. Every task was graded by instructors from the Airborne and Ranger Training Brigade, which runs Ranger School.

Retired Lieutenant Colonel Blain Reeves, a two-time competitor who won the Best Ranger competition in 1993 and served with the 101st Airborne Division in Iraq, told me that the first day was a "smoker." (Ranger School is meant to "smoke"--exhaust--its students each day.)

Team 38--White and her partner, Captain Seth Deltenre--had a 20-person cheering section that followed them from station to station. White did not agree to an interview; it seemed that she wanted her achievement to speak for itself. Among her supporters was Kris Fuhr, a 1985 West Point graduate who recalled coming of age in a very different military. West Point "made it very clear that they did not want us there," she told me. "We didn't have the protections of equal opportunity" or resources around sexual harassment and assault. "We had no advocates."

Fuhr has tried to take on that role for younger women in the military, and has run a mentorship program for women attending Ranger School since they were first allowed to do so, in 2015. Later that same year, then-Defense Secretary Ashton Carter announced that all military positions would be open to women. (Although women had served near the front lines for years, this decision removed the remaining formal barriers to direct-combat roles.) The Army reports that 367 women have attempted Ranger School since 2015; 160 have earned the Ranger tab. In recent years, upwards of 1,000 men have earned a Ranger tab each year.

Read: What does it take to become a U.S. Army Ranger?

In my months of contact with the Army's event organizers leading up to the Best Ranger Competition, no one mentioned Team 38 or Gabrielle White. In different times, the Army might have celebrated White's history-making presence. But under Trump and Hegseth, mentions of historic achievements by women and minorities have been removed from military websites. As of this writing, trans service members have been banned from the military, and the Pentagon has taken the name of the slain gay leader Harvey Milk, a Navy veteran, off of a supply ship.

In his 2024 book, The War on Warriors: Behind the Betrayal of the Men Who Keep Us Free, Hegseth wrote that "women cannot physically meet the same standards as men," arguing that they will mother soldiers in their units. "Dads push us to take risks," he wrote, but "moms put the training wheels on our bikes. We need moms. But not in the military, especially in combat units." On a video podcast last year, Hegseth said: "I'm straight up just saying we should not have women in combat roles. It hasn't made us more effective; hasn't made us more lethal; has made fighting more complicated." (He has since walked back some of his earlier remarks. On the Megyn Kelly Show in early December, he said, "If we have the right standard and women meet that standard, roger. Let's go.")

During his confirmation process, Hegseth echoed President Trump's desire for a Pentagon focused on "lethality, meritocracy, warfighting, accountability, and readiness." It is worth noting that Gabrielle White was given no accommodations or special treatment, and at no point did the Ranger instructors adjust her score because she was a woman.


First Lieutenant Gabrielle White (right) was the first woman to compete for the Best Ranger title. She and her teammate, Captain Seth Deltenre, stayed upbeat throughout a difficult second day. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Waiting to start the Malvesti Obstacle Course, Moore and Hokanson bounced from foot to foot and shook out their arms and legs. Both knew they had no more than four minutes of suffering before a break. When they got the order to go, Moore and Hokanson easily knocked out the six chin-ups and shimmied up the 30-foot rope. Jumping down a log ladder with nearly six feet between each rung barely slowed them down. Finishing the monkey bars over water put them on the edge of the notorious "worm pit," a shallow, muddy trench covered with barbed wire that would-be Rangers must crawl through--sometimes submerged--on their belly.

Hokanson went first. Moore was next, slipping past the last rusty strand of wire and meeting Hokanson on the chin-up bar. Six more chin-ups and a run to the finish line later, they'd completed the obstacle course in three minutes and 35 seconds--a respectable time for rested soldiers, and an astonishing one for people who'd been going for almost 13 hours. They hadn't caught their breath before it was time for a pop quiz, which instructors give after some events to test competitors' cognitive powers. In which three conflicts did Army Colonel Richard Malvesti--the Ranger for whom the course is named--serve? (The answer, which Hokanson and Moore got right, was Vietnam, Grenada, and Operation Just Cause in Panama.)


A soldier shooting at moving targets (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Before a night ruck march, the field would be narrowed to 32 pairs. In the holding area, Moore pulled off his boots and propped his swollen feet, chewed up with blisters from his wet socks, on his rucksack. He was exhausted, but he and Hokanson were in first place and Moore knew all eyes were on them.

"I'm going to act like this is the first thing I'm doing and I'm fresh," Moore said. "Everyone's going to look at me and realize that we are here to do business." Competitors had deliberately not been told how long the ruck march would be, but at least they were hydrated and had gotten something to eat.

When it was time, Moore laced up his boots once more. "You look strong," Hokanson told his partner. "I don't know if you're faking it or if you're being serious, but you look strong."

Moore admitted afterward that he'd been faking it a little. Nevertheless, Team 44 took the lead and tore through the first four miles. Hokanson and Moore soon dumped their rucksacks to face the next test: They were each to carry two 45-pound water jugs for an unknown distance using only grip strength--no carrying the jugs on their shoulders, no wrist wraps, no resting the jugs on their feet, no setting them on the ground. As soon as one jug was set down, both men would have to stop and return to the starting line. The test, as the Ranger livestream commentator said, had a steep price for failure.

Team 44 came in second, but had the most total points for the competition. Team 38--White and Deltenre--sat near the bottom of the table.


Moore and Hokanson at a station in Doughboy Stadium on the second day of the competition (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Before the second day's events kicked off, the Rangers lay on the grass outside Doughboy Stadium, their boots and socks off. When they walked, they tended to do so with a grimace or a limp.

Inside the stadium were six stations, including one where the soldiers had to breach doors with a torch, a saw, and fire-rescue tools. At the first station, teams would toss a 100-pound medicine ball over one shoulder between burpees--30 in all--before hauling a 290-pound yoke 50 meters. Then they'd each climb a 15-foot rope 10 times. Later they'd sprint to a dummy, bandage its fake wounds, and haul it roughly 50 yards on a stretcher sled back to the starting line. At the last station, they would throw axes before they retreated to a neighboring baseball field to throw practice grenades.

For Team 44, this was light work. Moore, in particular, seemed to have a well of energy, and the men left the stadium area before lunch, giving them time to rest.

More was at stake for White and Deltenre as they entered the stadium to cheers from their supporters; only 16 teams would advance to the third and final day, and Team 38 would need good scores to make it. After each burpee and medicine-ball throw, White and Deltenre encouraged each other to press on. They skipped the rope climb, incurring a penalty but saving energy for other events, and went on to win the axe throwing, which moved them up to 17th place.

By the end of the afternoon, they were the only team that still seemed upbeat. They waited for the order to head toward the field where a Black Hawk helicopter would take them to Camp Darby for a mystery event before the night land-navigation test--historically the most difficult part of the competition. Once they got the order, White and Deltenre trotted to the helicopter.

For the night event, each team would have five hours to find five points in the tangled swamps near Hollis Branch Creek without using any roads or trails.

Hokanson took the lead on navigating for Team 44. Moore followed his partner's chem light as they bushwhacked through the swamp, in mud up to their knees, to the first point. But when they got across the swamp, Hokanson didn't see what he'd expected. Checking the map again, he realized they were going the wrong way.

"Kevin, I love you, but we're going to have to go through this again," Hokanson said.

"Griff, I'm going to kill you," Moore said. "I'm going to wring your neck."

They had planned to hit one point each hour, but it took them almost two hours in the thorn brushes and mud to find the first one. With their bearings finally set, the men found two more points in under two hours and a fourth before the five-hour cutoff, leaving them with a lead of more than 100 points going into day three. (No team found all five points in the allotted time.)

Team 38, meanwhile, ranked second in the night navigation event, securing themselves a spot for the final day.


White completing the Combat Water Survival Assessment on the third day of the competition (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



At 7:30 the next morning, as the first streaks of light came through the pine trees, the 16 remaining teams prepared to take on the Darby Queen, one of the toughest obstacle courses in the U.S. Army. The course comprises 24 stations made mostly of wood and rope set over a mile of rolling terrain. Some are as tall as three stories; others require crawling through trenches. Hokanson, who scored the fastest official solo time during the regiment's training period this year, moved effortlessly through them all, encouraging Moore as he went. They finished first, extending their lead.

Next, the teams retreated to a field where they packed their gear and wrapped it with their ponchos to create a raft before boarding a helicopter for a short flight to Victory Pond. Sitting in the door of the helicopter with his legs dangling, Hokanson was shivering uncontrollably. After two full days of competition, he couldn't wait to complete the final tasks.

The helicopter swooped past a rappelling tower and hovered over the middle of the lake. As the crew chief signaled for Team 44 to jump, they pushed their raft into the water before following it out. They swam their rucksacks to shore, then ran to a launch point where inflatable boats waited and paddled against the current, across the lake to the rappelling tower.

One more water event and Team 44 could rest before the final run, whose distance the competitors did not know. The Combat Water Survival Assessment, which also must be completed during the beginning of Ranger School, starts at the bottom of a 35-foot-tall metal ladder. From the top, with no safety harness, Moore calmly walked across a log suspended above the pond. He shimmied across a rope, plunged into the water and swam to a dock, then ran back and tagged Hokanson, who started up the 35-foot ladder to the suspended log. Moore, meanwhile, headed for a 70-foot tower. At the top of the tower's staircase, he slid down on a pulley attached to a suspended cable, and crashed into the pond. All of these tasks were timed. Even though their lead was insurmountable this late in the competition, Hokanson and Moore ran through the course at full speed; they didn't want to leave any doubt. They came in fourth for the event, all but assuring their victory.

Now the only thing left to do was run the final road race. Team 43--another 75th Regiment team, made up of Sergeants Emerson Schroeder and Tyler Steadman--was in third place but wanted to use this last event to push for second. When it was time to run, they kept a near-superhuman pace after having been almost constantly active for three days, and won the 4.1-mile race in about 30 minutes, becoming the first team to raise its rifles at the finish line.

Team 44 came in third in the race, and first in the overall competition. As they approached the finish line, Hokanson was so tired that he couldn't lift his rifle above his head. Tears welled up in his eyes as blood ran from his face onto his bib.

The loudest cheers were for Team 38, which finished the run second to last. Overall, though, White and Deltenre ended the competition 14th out of the 52 teams. After raising their rifles, they hugged and went to get checked by the medics, a standard safety precaution.

Kris Fuhr was at the finish line with the other Team 38 supporters. Watching White raise her rifle at the end of the race felt like validation, she told me, for the work she and her peers had done to make the military a more hospitable place for the women who came after them.

Jackie Munn: I felt more welcome in combat than I did on base

For their part, White's opponents seemed to respect her. "Anyone who makes it to day three and finishes the competition has achieved a standard far beyond anything in the Army," Hokanson said.


Sergeant Emerson Schroeder zip-lining as part of the Combat Water Survival Assessment (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



In his speech at the awards ceremony, General Randy A. George, the Army chief of staff, asked a question that had hung over the whole three days: Why does the Army put so much time and so many resources into the Best Ranger Competition?

"Our Army is the best in the world," George told the audience. "When tested in battle, we prevail time and again. Rangers are the best of our Army."

Later, I asked George whether he thought that this generation of soldiers was less lethal than those that came before.

"I don't buy that," George said, shaking his head.

In fact, he said, if you compare Rangers over the past three decades, today's are at least as capable as their predecessors--maybe even more so. "Everybody's going to have to shoot, move, and communicate on the modern battlefield," George said. "They're going to have to be absolute experts at that. And that's what you get with any Ranger formation."

Toward the end of the awards ceremony, George challenged every Ranger onstage to take what they'd learned and use it to inspire excellence among their peers. "Go back to your units and build Rangers," he said. "Challenge your troops. Test them and push them. Send them to school and set expectations that they come home Ranger-qualified. Hold them accountable to being tough and lethal."

In my conversations with the competitors, I saw this ethic firsthand. The Rangers had trained for months not in the hopes of attaining fame or fortune but for the chance to exceed even their own expectations. Perhaps this is why, after the competition ended, none of the soldiers I spoke with brought up the fact that this year's Best Ranger Competition had made history by being the first to include a woman--not because they did not want to draw attention to White or her performance but because the days-long physical and mental challenge demanded everything they had, leaving them no time to think about anything but putting one foot in front of the other.


Moore and Hokanson placed first in this year's Ranger Olympics. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)
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Will Trump Get His Potemkin Statistics?

In authoritarian regimes, good numbers are always right.

by Brian Klaas




In 2013, ahead of a scheduled visit from President Vladimir Putin to the small Russian town of Suzdal, local officials worried that he would be disappointed by the dilapidated buildings. In a modern revival of Grigory Potemkin's possibly apocryphal deception of Catherine the Great, they slapped exterior wallpaper onto buildings, hoping to hide the decaying concrete behind illustrations of charming village homes. It was intended as a comforting myth to keep Putin happy. (In the end, Putin never showed up.)

On August 1, President Donald Trump demanded a comforting myth of his own, one that could have far greater consequences for the world economy. He began by firing a skilled economist, Erika McEntarfer, from her job running the Bureau of Labor Statistics, for a cardinal sin that ordinarily exists only in dictatorships: producing "bad numbers." In authoritarian regimes, good numbers are always right, and if anyone says otherwise--if they are foolish enough to produce statistics that suggest the economy is souring or that Dear Leader isn't producing historic growth and blockbuster jobs numbers--then it's curtains on their career (if not their life). As is so often the case with Trump, reality itself seems to be "rigged." Time to fix reality with Potemkin statistics.

This week, Trump named E. J. Antoni, the chief economist at the Heritage Foundation, as McEntarfer's replacement, subject to the charade of Senate Republican rubber-stamping that has become so common in Trump's second term. As with despots throughout the world, Trump selected Antoni on the two criteria that consistently warm a dictator's heart: loyalty and ideology.

Antoni, who contributed to Project 2025, has a resume that's thin on qualifications. Five years ago, according to his LinkedIn profile, he completed his doctorate in economics at Northern Illinois University, after a short stint teaching at Sauk Valley Community College. His only scholarly publication--ever--appears to be his doctoral thesis, which has been cited by other economists a grand total of one time. That sole citation came from a policy briefing written by Antoni's then-colleague at the archconservative Texas Public Policy Foundation.

Tim Naftali: Trump just did what not even Nixon dared to do

Antoni has shown ignorance of basic economic data, including in a recent social-media post supporting Trump's tariffs, in which he appeared to not grasp that a major index of import prices did not include tariffs in its published data. (Several established economists helpfully pointed this out to him.) Menzie Chinn, a renowned economics professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, has chronicled a wide array of Antoni's basic misunderstandings, misrepresentations, and mistakes. In other words, Antoni would probably not get hired as a junior economist at the agency he's now slated to run.

By contrast, McEntarfer received her doctorate from Virginia Tech in 2002, then worked as an economist in a variety of roles at the Census Bureau--under both Republican and Democratic presidents--as well as in top jobs at the Treasury Department and the White House Council of Economic Advisers. Last year, she was confirmed by the Senate to run the Bureau of Labor Statistics on a bipartisan 86-8 vote. Then-Senators J. D. Vance and Marco Rubio both voted to confirm her. During her time in public service--not in academia--she produced at least 44 publications, which have been cited by other scholars 1,327 times.

But what Antoni lacks in credentials and expertise he makes up for in his MAGA worldview. On X, he follows a who's who of Trump acolytes, including Carpe Donktum, a prolific meme creator who once shared an AI-generated video depicting Trump killing journalists and critics, and Jack Posobiec and Mike Cernovich, who both promoted the debunked Pizzagate conspiracy theory. International investors can see this, too--and they understand that nonpartisan government officials devoted to statistical accuracy do not behave like this.

Even conservative economists can see what's going on. Stan Veuger, a senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, has noted that economists had hoped that Trump would appoint a competent, fair expert who could ensure confidence in the government's data. "EJ Antoni is really the opposite of that," Veuger lamented. "Even the people who may be somewhat sympathetic to his economic policy views don't think he's qualified."

Yet again, the United States is lurching toward dynamics previously seen only in authoritarian regimes and dictatorships. Autocrats and wannabe despots consistently cook the books, manipulating statistics to make their nation's economy appear better than it is. This comes at a cost: Once the statistical facade peels away, providing a glimpse of the crumbling structure below, investors stop believing the data. Eventually they flee, taking their money with them.

The economist Luis Martinez has used satellite images to test whether dictators were overstating their country's growth rate. (Because real, sustained GDP growth inevitably produces increased light pollution in developing countries as cities expand and economic activity increases, nighttime images from space have proved to be a good proxy for economic growth.) Martinez's data showed that the answer was yes--and by a lot. The leaders he studied were overstating GDP numbers by up to 35 percent. And they weren't just fudging the numbers; they were almost certainly making them up.

Similarly, after Rwanda--which has long promoted itself as an African success story under the economic management of its dictator, Paul Kagame--boasted that it had reduced poverty by 6 percent over a five-year period, independent researchers concluded that poverty had actually increased by 5 to 7 percent. Other studies have confirmed that authoritarians frequently manipulate statistics strategically, ensuring that bad news never coincides with election cycles.

Roge Karma: The mystery of the strong economy has finally been solved

A dictator's ability to snap their fingers and transform economic malaise into a perceived miracle is an exercise of unconstrained personal power. But it is also a sign of weakness--one that inflicts significant damage to a country's economy. That's because economic investments involve putting capital at calculated risk, and those risks become unattractive when the underlying calculations are not based on trustworthy information. By contrast, leaders in functioning democracies tie themselves to the economic masts of independent institutions that are designed to speak truth to power--and investors trust them accordingly with their money.

Effective decision making is impossible without reliable, accurate information. And many crucial decisions in economic governance and investment rely on the BLS jobs numbers. The monthly reports sway Federal Reserve decisions, affect pension-payout calculations, and are factored into virtually every determination involving major global investment. Economists have expressed their worries that if the jobs data are even perceived as being subject to political pressure, international lending to the United States will decline. When Fox News highlighted this week that Antoni had previously expressed his desire to get rid of the monthly jobs reports, the value of the dollar fell shortly thereafter.

Antoni might not be able to manipulate the statistics themselves. Many economists are involved in compiling the data, and cooking the books without drawing notice would be difficult. But in the current American information environment, Antoni could do enormous damage simply by giving misleading political ammunition to the MAGA movement, dressed up in the official guise of a previously nonpartisan office. Antoni presumably has few qualms about the political pressure he's inevitably going to face from Trump; after all, he has accepted a nomination for a job that now clearly comes with a risk of being fired if the official statistics aren't to the president's liking. And that means the clock is ticking for Antoni even if he is confirmed, because Potemkin villages all eventually crumble.
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A Management Anti-Fad That Will Last Forever

The ultimate advice for managers could be just to be human.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

The world of management is always wide open for new ideas and perspectives to make companies more efficient and profitable. Most business schools have semi-academic journals dedicated to offering up buzzy techniques that promise to streamline operations, improve accountability, and raise productivity by establishing tightly circumscribed protocols for workers. Some recommendations have merit, but others are seen both inside and outside companies as gimmicks, fads to be endured until abandoned by managers when they move on to the Next Big Thing.

Take Six Sigma, the defect-minimization strategy that was all the rage in the 1980s: Its methodology involved certifying managers with progressively more prestigious colors to encourage their advance in skill level--rather as karate or judo belts do. (Even though these were color-coded paper certificates, I like to imagine the regional vice president for sales wearing a red belt over their suit.) No doubt, some firms found the exercise useful, but as the business writer Geoffrey James notes, employees typically found Six Sigma's implementation frustrating and confusing. And according to data from 2006, among the large companies that adopted the program, 91 percent wound up trailing the S&P 500 in stock performance.

Ed Zitron: How to mentor young workers in a remote world

In place of such chimerical strategies, I want to introduce a management anti-fad. The idea will still raise business performance--by increasing happiness among the people doing the work. This idea is as old as humanity itself, you might correctly think, but if it were so obvious and simple to put into practice, then every company would be doing it. Recent research, including studies conducted both by independent academics and by firms themselves, show that understanding well-being and maximizing it through managerial practice can significantly increase productivity and profitability, as well as raise employees' quality of life. And this conclusion might just help us remember some old wisdom that modern life encourages us to forget.

The premise that workers would be more productive if they were happier makes intuitive sense, and many studies demonstrate that it is so. Some just look at variation in employee mood and then use clever statistical methods to link it to work outcomes. One example, a 2023 study on telesales workers, showed that when they felt happier, for whatever reason, it led to more calls an hour and a higher conversion of calls into sales. Another research approach involves experiments in which workers are exposed to a mood-raising experience, and their productivity afterward is compared with what it had been beforehand. During one such study in 2015, economists showed people clips of funny movies and found that doing so boosted their performance of tasks by about 12 percent.


This essay accompanies the release of Brooks's new book, The Happiness Files: Insights on Work and Life (Harvard Business Review Press), which is available today.



All of that is interesting so far as it goes, but such experiments are not very practical for managers--after all, screening a lot of funny movies would significantly disrupt the office day. What leaders really need are data that break down the specific factors associated with employee happiness, translate them into management actions, measure these factors in actual companies, and link everything to the firm's performance. Only then could you devise a truly effective management strategy.

I know of one company that's trying to tie all that together: the investment-research firm Irrational Capital, founded in 2017. Using both public and private data sources on employee satisfaction, its researchers found that over an 11-year period ending in 2025, S&P 500 companies that scored in the top 20 percent on several key employee-happiness measures outperformed (in stock price) those in the bottom 20 percent by, as of the first quarter of this year, nearly six percentage points. Meanwhile, the top 20 percent in such extrinsic rewards as pay and benefits beat the bottom 20 percent by only two percentage points. These findings fluctuate according to market conditions, but across the whole period of the study, employee-happiness measures have consistently outperformed extrinsic rewards when boosting a company's stock price.

The happiness factors are not fixed characteristics of individual companies, because they move in and out of the top 20 percent depending on how satisfied employees are at any particular time. The researchers have precisely market-tested the effect of happiness factors on performance by fielding an electronically traded fund that buys and sells the companies' stock according to their current happiness ranking. Over the past five years, the fund's "trailing returns"--a performance metric that provides a historical snapshot of a given period--were about 10 percent higher than the S&P average.

Irrational Capital researchers found six specific factors behind employee satisfaction. In order of their positive impact on a firm's performance, they are: innovation (managers' openness to input and ideas); direct management (clarity and truthfulness of communication); organizational effectiveness (non-bureaucratic, efficient processes); engagement (leadership that supports learning and growth); emotional connection (a culture that fosters friendships among colleagues); and organizational alignment (a good match between the company's external mission and its internal culture). For me, as a social scientist teaching business leaders, this suggests six corresponding goals for managers who want to raise employee satisfaction that translates into higher firm performance. Here they are, ordered by importance.

1. Listen for concerns and learn new ideas. 
 Nothing is more disempowering for an employee than a boss who doesn't want to hear an idea that could help the company. Managers should look for ways to get as much feedback as possible, and then show they've really heard it and thought about how to use it.

2. Act and speak with clarity and truth.
 Particularly in times of uncertainty, employees are highly attuned to doublespeak and obfuscation. Always be frank and explicit about what they need to know for their job. People can handle I don't know what's going to happen, as long as this is the truth, not an evasion.

3. Ruthlessly cut red tape and unnecessary meetings.
 Employees hate bureaucracy. Some procedural stuff is necessary to maintain systems and accountability, but nothing lowers workers' well-being faster than obliging them to waste productive time. This is especially true of meetings, which should be minimized whenever possible.

4. Look for ways to support learning and develop team members.
 The employees you want to keep are the ones who love to learn new skills and grow in ability. Look for ways to create a culture of improvement through mentoring, training, and continuing education.

Arthur C. Brooks: Think twice before taking the top job

5. Promote a culture of friendship.
 This goal is easy to misunderstand: It does not entail making friends with the boss; on the contrary, as scholars found in 2004, the interlocutor who, on average, induces day to day the most negative emotion for an employee is their boss. As a boss, accept the loneliness of your role--but do whatever you can to realize the fact that the happiest employees are friends with one another.

6. Live up to the organization's external mission.
 Many companies have high-minded ideals on paper and are dedicated in theory to making a better world. But, as they say, charity begins at home. If your mission is to uphold the dignity of all people, your employees should be first in line.

For more than a century, virtually every corporate-productivity fad has been based on the notion that employees can be managed as if they were machines. This highly instrumental, scientistic approach to human affairs was what the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky mocked in Notes From the Underground as the "palace of crystal." What he meant by this was the delusion of technocrats' solutions to people's problems--"all ready-made and worked out with mathematical exactitude"--that were bound to fail and leave people feeling helpless, angry, and alienated.

If Dostoyevsky were alive today, the most obvious target for his derision would no doubt be the utter domination of tech in our daily life, intermediating friendship, dating, and work relationships. Just as the great novelist predicted, the technocratic delusion promises greater connection but leaves people lonelier and more depressed every passing year. Of a piece with this palace of digital crystal are the management fads that waste money and reduce people to productivity numbers.

The way out of the palace of crystal is surprisingly simple, in life and at work: Just treat people as people.
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Trump Is Right That D.C. Has a Serious Crime Problem

But he has the wrong answer for how to fix it.

by Charles Fain Lehman




President Donald Trump yesterday announced what amounts to a federal takeover of law enforcement in the District of Columbia. He declared that he would deploy the National Guard and invoke an obscure provision of the city's charter to take control of the District's Metropolitan Police Department. This was all, he said, "to rescue our nation's capital from crime, bloodshed, bedlam, and squalor."

Is crime in D.C., as Trump put it last week, "totally out of control"? Critics were quick to dismiss his claims as fearmongering. They pointed to rapidly declining rates of violence over the past year. "Any comparison to a war-torn country is hyperbolic and false," Mayor Muriel Bowser told MSNBC on Sunday.

The reality is more complicated than either the president or the mayor depict. Bowser is right that violence has declined. But the nation's capital really does have a long-standing and profound violence problem that will not improve without deliberate intervention.

Like most other big cities, D.C. experienced a surge in violence during the pandemic. A timely analysis from the crime researcher Jeff Asher shows that murder crested in December 2023 and has been declining steadily since; the 2025 total through last month equals the equivalent figure in 2019. Carjackings are also down; Asher reports that July saw the fewest monthly carjackings since May 2020.

Jonathan Chait: This isn't about crime

Look beyond the recent past, and the trend lines are less sunny. Although violent-crime rates overall are near 30-year lows, Washington's murder rate was generally rising even before the pandemic. The murder rate at the end of 2024 was, per Asher's data, lower than 2023, but still about 70 percent higher than that of a decade prior. And although carjackings are down, they're still elevated over pre-2020. Lastly, Asher highlights some discrepancies between the city's official violent-crime statistics and what it reports to the FBI, with the latter showing a more gradual decline in overall violence.

Notably, both sets of statistics seem out of keeping with the views of D.C. residents. About 65 percent of them told The Washington Post that crime was a "very" or "extremely" serious problem last year, even as violence declined.

Perhaps locals are responding to a measurable increase in public disorder--petty offenses such as vagrancy, shoplifting, and unsanitary conditions, which drive our perceptions of major crime. As I noted in a Manhattan Institute report last summer, indicators such as unsheltered homelessness and sanitation-enforcement requests to the city's 311 line have spiked (and those trends continue into this year). When Trump complains of rising "squalor," he's not off base.

Such problems on their own would not necessarily warrant a federal takeover, though. What might is the fact that although crime is declining, Washington is still far more dangerous than the capital of the United States should be. Let's not define deviancy down.

D.C.'s homicide rate in 2024--roughly 26.4 homicides for every 100,000 residents--is lower than in both 2023 and its peak in the 1990s. But, according to data compiled by the Council on Criminal Justice, it's still nearly seven times higher than New York City's rate (3.8 per 100,000). D.C.'s rate is also worse than that of Philadelphia, Atlanta, and even Chicago. In fact, it's closer to that of infamously crime-ridden cities like Memphis and Detroit than it is to some other important metropoles'.

The problem looks even worse in the most violence-plagued parts of the city. As I found in my report, in 2023, 57 percent of the city's homicides took place in Wards 7 and 8, the city's poorest, with the largest percentage of Black residents. In fact, just 10 blocks in D.C. were home to 14 percent of all homicides. As in many cities, violence is also hyperconcentrated among tight social networks. According to a 2021 report from the National Institute for Criminal Justice Reform, in any given year about 500 people are responsible for 60 to 70 percent of all gun violence in the city.

This violence takes a dreadful toll on the communities it affects. In 2023, the most recent year for which complete data are available, 3.4 out of every 1,000 Black boys and men ages 15 to 24 in Washington died by homicide. That's nearly 3.5 times higher than the national rate. Not all of D.C. may be like a "war-torn country." But these rates of death are on par with those of American combatants in Afghanistan and Iraq. And the second-order effects on the rest of D.C. are similar in kind if not in scope, leading to closed businesses and flight to the suburbs.

A federal takeover of D.C.'s crime apparatus could, in theory, address this problem, though it's far from guaranteed. There's a real risk that the feds could posture for 30 days--the window in which Trump will likely maintain control of the MPD--and then declare victory as violence continues its downward trajectory. That would, of course, do little to fix the real problems.

If it wants to make a difference, instead of just look tough, the administration should focus its resources on the people and places that make the District unusually unsafe. The city has already identified the "power few" who drive the large majority of violent offending. The administration's priority should be to target these people for apprehension, prosecution, and incapacitation--as soon as possible.

The administration should also target the places where crime is most concentrated. Per an analysis from one D.C. crime researcher, the association between the level of crime in a police service area and its level of staffing is slight. The Police Executive Research Forum, in its assessment of MPD, found that less experienced officers are more likely to be assigned to the city's worst-off areas. Research shows that deploying more senior officers reduces both crime and use of force--the opposite of what D.C. does. The administration could switch things up in a way that the city perhaps could not.

Listen: The evidence on policing and crime

Trump could also target disorder by redeploying MPD officers to help with camp clearance and police the Metro. Such problems should not be the administration's first priority, especially given its brief window. But a visible police presence can help people feel safe, as well as be safe.

A focused strategy--target the people and places that drive violence--has historical precedent. In 2005, the MPD and federal government implemented a "homicide reduction strategy" that combined federal cooperation with such "focused deterrence." A precipitous drop in D.C. homicides seems to have followed.

The success of 2005's initiative shows that the administration does not need to preempt the District in order to bring crime down. At the same time, the fact that things have been so bad for so long demonstrates the partial truth of Trump's critiques. D.C. may be getting better, but it's still quite dangerous.

The fight between Trump and the city matters much less, ultimately, than making D.C. safer. The most important thing is to recognize that the city has a real problem--and that someone needs to be responsible for fixing it.
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The AI Takeover of Education Is Just Getting Started

Was your kid's report card written by a chatbot?

by Lila Shroff




Rising seniors are the last class of students who remember high school before ChatGPT. But only just barely: OpenAI's chatbot was released months into their freshman year. Ever since then, writing essays hasn't required, well, writing. By the time these students graduate next spring, they will have completed almost four full years of AI high school.



Gone already are the days when using AI to write an essay meant copying and pasting its response verbatim. To evade plagiarism detectors, kids now stitch together output from multiple AI models, or ask chatbots to introduce typos to make the writing appear more human. The original ChatGPT allowed only text prompts. Now students can upload images ("Please do these physics problems for me") and entire documents ("How should I improve my essay based on this rubric?"). Not all of it is cheating. Kids are using AI for exam prep, generating personalized study guides and practice tests, and to get feedback before submitting assignments. Still, if you are a parent of a high schooler who thinks your child isn't using a chatbot for homework assistance--be it sanctioned or illicit--think again.

Read: AI cheating is getting worse

The AI takeover of the classroom is just getting started. Plenty of educators are using AI in their own job, even if they may not love that chatbots give students new ways to cheat. On top of the time they spend on actual instruction, teachers are stuck with a lot of administrative work: They design assignments to align with curricular standards, grade worksheets against preset rubrics, and fill out paperwork to support students with extra needs. Nearly a third of K-12 teachers say they used the technology at least weekly last school year. Sally Hubbard, a sixth-grade math-and-science teacher in Sacramento, California, told me that AI saves her an average of five to 10 hours each week by helping her create assignments and supplement curricula. "If I spend all of that time creating, grading, researching," she said, "then I don't have as much energy to show up in person and make connections with kids."



Beyond ChatGPT and other popular chatbots, educators are turning to AI tools that have been specifically designed for them. Using MagicSchool AI, instructors can upload course material and other relevant documents to generate rubrics, worksheets, and report-card comments. Roughly 2.5 million teachers in the United States currently use the platform: "We have reason to believe that there is a MagicSchool user in every school district in the country," Adeel Khan, the company's founder, told me. I tried out the platform for myself: One tool generated a sixth-grade algebra problem about tickets for Taylor Swift's Eras tour: "If the price increased at a constant rate, what was the slope (rate of change) in dollars per day?" Another, "Teacher Jokes," was underwhelming. I asked for a joke on the Cold War for 11th graders: "Why did the Cold War never get hot?" the bot wrote. "Because they couldn't agree on a temperature!"



So far, much AI experimentation in the classroom has been small-scale, driven by tech-enthusiastic instructors such as Hubbard. This spring, she fed her course material into an AI tool to produce a short podcast on thermodynamics. Her students then listened as invented hosts discussed the laws of energy transfer. "The AI says something that doesn't make sense," she told her students. "See if you can listen for that." But some school districts are going all in on AI. Miami's public-school system, the third-largest in the country, initially banned the use of chatbots. Over the past year, the district reversed course, rolling out Google's Gemini chatbot to high-school classrooms where teachers are now using it to role-play historical figures and provide students with tutoring and instant feedback on assignments. Although AI initiatives at the district level target mostly middle- and high-school students, adults are also bringing the technology to the classrooms of younger children. This past year, Iowa made an AI-powered reading tutor available to all state elementary schools; elsewhere, chatbots are filling in for school-counselor shortages.

Read: The Gen Z lifestyle subsidy

Many schools still have bans on AI tools. A recent study on how kids are using AI in 20 states across the South and Midwest found that rural and lower-income students were least likely to say their schools permit AI use. The Houston Independent School District (HISD) offers one case study in what can go wrong when AI enters the classroom. This past school year, the district's curricula were seemingly tainted with AI slop, according to parents. In February, eighth graders viewed a slideshow depicting AI-generated art mimicking the style of the Harlem Renaissance. According to an op-ed in the Houston Chronicle written by two HISD parents, students were also given error-laden worksheets (one, on transportation technology, depicted a mix between a car and a chariot that was pulled by a horse with three back legs) and inscrutable discussion questions ("What is the exclamation point(s) to something that surprised you," one asked). An HISD spokesperson told me that the Harlem Renaissance images were indeed AI-generated using Canva, a graphic-design tool; he was unable to confirm whether AI was used in the other examples.

None of this is slowing AI's rollout in schools. This spring, President Donald Trump signed an executive order promoting AI use in the classroom with the goal of training teachers to integrate "AI into all subject areas" so that kids gain an expertise in AI "from an early age." The White House's push to incorporate AI in K-12 education has repeatedly emphasized public-private partnerships, a call that tech companies already appear to be embracing. Last month, Microsoft pledged to give more than $4 billion toward advancing AI education across K-12 schools, community and technical colleges, and nonprofits. The same week as Microsoft's announcement, the American Federation of Teachers, one of the country's largest teachers unions, announced a $23 million partnership with Microsoft, OpenAI, and Anthropic. One of the partnership's first efforts is a "National Academy for AI Instruction," opening in New York City this fall, where instructors will learn how to use AI for generating lesson plans and other tasks. The program then plans to expand nationally to reach 10 percent of U.S. teachers over the next five years.



Schools are stuck in a really confusing place. Everyone seems to agree that education needs an upgrade for the AI era. "Our students right now are going to be put at a disadvantage internationally if we don't evolve," Miguel Cardona, Joe Biden's education secretary, told me. But no one seems to agree on what those changes should look like. Since ChatGPT's release, the in-class essay, the oral exam, blue-book exams, and even cursive have all made something of a comeback in certain classrooms, in an effort to prevent students from outsourcing all their writing and thinking to AI. At the same time, AI aims to make work more efficient--which is exactly what students are using it for. In that sense, whether kids using AI on their homework counts as cheating is "almost a semantic issue," argues Alex Kotran, a co-founder of the AI Education Project, a nonprofit focused on AI literacy. Of course, try telling that to a concerned parent.



As Kotran points out, a middle ground exists between pretending students aren't using AI and encouraging them to rely on it nonstop. "Even if you believe that everybody is going to be using AI in the future," he told me, "it doesn't necessarily follow that the top priority should be getting students hands-on right away." Imagine if in 2007, schools had decided that the best way to prepare kids for the future was to force every student to spend all day in front of an iPhone. No matter what teachers', students', and parents' attitudes about AI in the classroom are, though, it's a reality they have to deal with. The path that schools take from here has direct implications for the future of AI more generally. The more reliant kids are on the technology now, the larger a role AI will play in their lives later. Once schools go all in, there's no turning back.
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What Happened When Canada Gave Citizens the Right to Die

A conversation with Elaina Plott Calabro about the legalization of assisted death

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Nine years after Canada legalized assisted death--known formally as Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID--doctors are struggling to keep up with demand, Elaina Plott Calabro reports in a feature for our September issue. Clinicians are also reckoning with a philosophical question that gets more and more complicated as new types of MAID requests emerge: "If autonomy in death is sacrosanct, is there anyone who shouldn't be helped to die?"

"This is the story of an ideology in motion, of what happens when a nation enshrines a right before reckoning with the totality of its logic," Elaina writes. I spoke with her about how doctors are dealing with this new form of ethical responsibility, and why demand for MAID in Canada has far outpaced all predictions.



Isabel Fattal: In Canada, an emphasis on patient autonomy is the guiding principle of MAID. How does that emphasis define the country's specific culture around assisted death?

Elaina Plott Calabro: In Canada, to receive MAID, a patient does not have to have exhausted all other reasonable options to alleviate their suffering. They just have to be made aware of them. In the Netherlands, by contrast, a doctor and a patient do have to agree that the patient has exhausted all reasonable options of care before they move ahead with euthanasia. Distinctions like that brought home for me just how central autonomy is to this regime.

Isabel: You write about how, in the end, Canada's medical providers are the ones who have to bear this complex ethical responsibility. How were some of the clinicians you met dealing with that?

Elaina: At the outset, there were a lot of clinicians in Canada who were in theory quite supportive of a patient's right to die but were nervous about actually participating, because the standards turned to a large extent on a clinician's individual discretion. The law itself did not give terribly specific criteria as to what would qualify a patient to be eligible for euthanasia.

I spoke with one doctor, Dr. Madeline Li, a cancer psychiatrist in Toronto. This is someone who, following the law's passage, played a leading role in building out the actual practice of MAID. She developed the MAID program at the University Health Network, the largest teaching-hospital system in Canada. About two years after MAID was legalized, she came across a patient who had cancer, but it was a pretty curable cancer--the doctors gave him a 65 percent chance of survival with treatment. But the patient said that he wanted MAID. And the surgeon was kind of alarmed and thought, Well, you know, maybe the patient just doesn't want surgery; maybe he wants chemo instead. The patient was sent to other specialists, but he continued to insist that he didn't want treatment; he wanted MAID.

This patient finally ended up meeting with Li. She asked, What if you had a 100 percent chance of survival? Would you want treatment? And he said, No, I want MAID. That crystallized for her the spectrum of interpretations a doctor could rely upon when trying to understand this law. To her, it seemed that this was a patient whose death, given the fact that he did not want treatment, had become "reasonably foreseeable." His disease was technically incurable because according to prevailing interpretations of the law, a disease is considered incurable if it cannot be cured by means acceptable to the patient.

All of this made Li conclude, Okay, well, he is technically eligible for MAID, but this doesn't feel right. She did end up honoring his wish to receive MAID but regretted it, she told me, almost as soon as his heart stopped beating, and from that point on had to make a decision for herself, for her own comfort level, that she would not let the definition of incurability turn solely on a patient's discretion. But clinicians across Canada are all making these sorts of decisions for themselves.

Isabel: Demand for MAID in Canada surged beyond the government's initial predictions. Did your reporting suggest anything to you about what broader demand for something like MAID might be if it were offered in more places?

Elaina: A lot of officials and clinicians in Canada are still not entirely sure why demand surged so rapidly and why it has not yet leveled out. One MAID clinician I spoke with spent a lot of time trying to understand the various regimes in Europe. A major difference between those regimes and the one in Canada is to some extent cultural. In European countries with legalized assisted death, your primary-care physician is usually the one you're applying to in order to receive assisted death. In the event that your application is rejected, you typically won't go on to seek another doctor's opinion. But in Canada, the system largely developed around MAID-coordination centers, and so, for the most part, clinicians have no previous relationship with the patient they're assessing. If you have one person say, No, I don't think you're eligible, there's no taboo about going to seek another assessment immediately.

There's also an awareness of MAID in Canada that has helped propel and sustain demand. At this point, many clinicians told me, it's very hard to come across someone who doesn't know, by some degree, someone who has received MAID. There's a great deal of emphasis in Canada on ensuring that patients are made aware of it as an option, whereas in some countries, clinicians are either prohibited or generally discouraged from initiating conversations about assisted death.

Read Elaina's full feature.



Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Is this the hardest physical contest in the world?
 	Anne Applebaum: Trump has a new definition of human rights.
 	Will Trump get his Potemkin statistics?
 	Alexandra Petri: Yes, Stephen Miller is surrounded by criminals.




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump said he will push Congress to extend federal control of the Washington, D.C., police force beyond the 30-day limit.
 
 	 Trump warned Russia of "severe consequences" if President Vladimir Putin doesn't agree to end the Ukraine war at the U.S.-Russia summit in Alaska later this week.
 
 	Trump, who took over as the board chair of the Kennedy Center early this year, announced the recipients of the 2025 Kennedy Center Honors, including the metal band Kiss, the Broadway star Michael Crawford, the country singer George Strait, the actor Sylvester Stallone, and the singer Gloria Gaynor.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



A 'Hopefully Completely Unrelatable' Story About Marriage

By Olga Khazan

In the late 1960s, Maurice and Maralyn Bailey sold their house in Derby, in Central England, and commissioned a 31-foot-long sailboat, the Auralyn. Seeking an escape from their boring lives and the dreary English weather, they planned to sail around the world. To "preserve their freedom from outside interference," as Maurice put it, they did not bring a radio transmitter aboard. Nine months after departing from the south of England in 1972, they made it through the Panama Canal and into the Pacific when a whale struck their boat, sinking it.
 A new book, A Marriage at Sea, tells the tale of what happened next: The Baileys transferred themselves, 33 tins of food, and some cookies and Coffee-Mate into an inflatable life raft and dinghy, each barely the size of a stretched-out adult. They hoped for a ship to sail by and spot them. For nearly four months, they floated around, filling their time by catching rainwater and turtles--first as pets, then as food. Together, they clung to life as starvation and illness set in. Somehow, they survived. And they stayed married. And they went on another months-long sailing trip together.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Why RFK Jr.'s anti-vaccine campaign is working
 	The virtue of integrity
 	The David Frum Show: Why housing feels hopeless
 	Nothing is scarier than an unmarried woman.




Culture Break


Hulu



Watch. The sitcom King of the Hill returns with a vision of suburban America that's now harder to come by, Adrienne Matei writes.

Read. The Right of the People: Democracy and the Case for a New American Founding, by Osita Nwanevu, argues for making the United States a "true" democracy but fails at the essential strategy of persuasion, George Packer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Why Housing Feels Hopeless

Redfin CEO Glenn Kelman on zoning, generational inequality, and how to fix the U.S. housing market. Plus: What Trump gets dangerously wrong about World War II.

by David Frum




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket Casts

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the upcoming 80th anniversary of the end of World War II and what Donald Trump's recent statements about "Victory Day" reveal about how America is forgetting the meaning of peace, cooperation, and democratic leadership.

Then David is joined by Glenn Kelman, the CEO of Redfin, for a candid look at the broken state of the U.S. housing market. Kelman explains why both buyers and sellers are miserable, how pandemic-era mortgage rates have frozen supply, and why the next generation is increasingly stuck, unable to buy, and often unable to move. They discuss zoning reform, immigration, housing deterioration, and why, despite the bleak outlook, Kelman still believes there's hope for long-term correction--if America can relearn how to build.

The following is a transcript of the episode:
 
 David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest today will be Glenn Kelman, CEO of Redfin, an online real-estate-brokerage service, and our topic will be the state of the U.S. housing market. Before my dialogue with Glenn, I want to offer some thoughts on quite a different subject: the impending 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World War.

On August 15th, 1945, the imperial Japanese government communicated its surrender to the United States and the allies in the Pacific War. That ceremony was formalized with a ceremony in Tokyo Bay on September 2nd, bringing the war to its legal conclusion.

The United States and every belligerent in the war have observed many commemorations of this immense event. As the commemorations have extended in time away from the events that they commemorate, a kind of vainglorious note has tended to enter into these commemorations, never more so than in the message President Trump issued on the 80th anniversary of the end of the war in Europe. I quote from his Truth Social account:

"Many of our allies and friends are celebrating May 8th as Victory Day, but we did more than any other Country, by far, in producing a victorious result on World War II. I am hereby renaming May 8th as Victory Day for World War II and November 11th as Victory Day for World War I. We won both Wars, nobody was close to us in terms of strength, bravery, or military brilliance, but we never celebrate anything -- That's because we don't have leaders anymore, that know how to do so! We are going to start celebrating our victories again!"

Now, it's kind of news that the United States never celebrated V-E Day or V-J Day before Donald Trump came along. Of course it did. But it is true that in the past, these celebrations were always muted with a remembrance of the terrible suffering that the wars brought to those who fought them, the terrible damage they did to the world, the terrible unnecessariness of the wars, and the hopes for lasting peace.

But as we get more distant, there has been a tendency--and Donald Trump expresses it more than anyone--to think of World War II as a kind of military Super Bowl in which the United States and a bunch of teams competed. The United States won the trophy. They had the biggest point spread. They had the fanciest jerseys, the prettiest cheerleaders, and so yay, us.

I think as we approach this anniversary, that way of thinking seems even more unhelpful than at any time in the past. The thing I'd like to commemorate on this 80th anniversary is not the war that ended on August 15th, but the peace that began on August 15th. The long peace in Atlantic and Pacific--nervous intended of its start, overshadowed by the threat of nuclear destruction of the Cold War, but building and growing and enhancing the lives of people whose parents and grandparents had been on both sides of the war. Victors and vanquished, Allies and Axis found a way to come together and to build reconciliation, to build a new kind of world.

And American leadership was absolutely crucial to the building of this world--the American leadership in providing aid to the war-ravaged countries of Europe and Asia. The American guarantee of security that was tested in Asia, Korea, and Vietnam, that was tested in Europe and periodic crises over the city of Berlin. That was backed by American strength and power and supported by a growing number of allies, increasingly democratic allies. The triumph of bringing to democracy countries that had been non-democracies during the war, countries like Portugal or South Korea that had been American allies but began not as democracies, but achieved democratic government. All of this, supported and paid for by the mounting prosperity achieved by the free-trade system that was built by American leadership in the world after World War II. And all of these accomplishments are things that have now been put at risk.

As they're put at risk, I think if we remember the end of the war, we need to remember also the beginning of the war. The American role in the years before 1945 was not as magnificent, not as glorious, not as something to be proud of as the American role in the war and afterwards. The war was made inevitable by a lot of bad American decisions in the 1920s and was nearly lost because of even worse American decisions in the 1930s and '40s. Trade protectionism, isolationism, indifference to the fate of struggling democracies: Those are part of the American story too. And while the heroic achievements of the years after the war--the turn to free trade and collective security--those are receding, the mistakes that brought the war into being, those are being repeated. In 2025, America is less the country it was in 1945 and much more the country it was in 1925 and 1935. It is funny that Donald Trump is taking credit for a victory that was only made necessary because people did the things that were recommended by the presidency of Donald Trump.

The greatest accomplishment of the United States in its history was the peace built after 1945. I think that is the thing that together with Japanese, together with Germans, together with all the defeated, together with the British and the French and the Canadians and the Australians and all those who helped to win, we want this war to recede into history. We want only its lessons to remain alive. Its lessons of cooperation, collective security, democracy of trade. If those lessons are at risk, we need to reaffirm them. That's the message for this day, not boasting.

Every time Donald Trump speaks of war, I think of a poem by Rudyard Kipling called "Recessional," and there's a line in that poem that haunts me because it seems to describe so well our present situation. Kipling wrote--he was addressing a prayer to the god of armies. He said: "If, drunk with sight of power, we loose wild tongues that have not Thee in awe." I think the America of Donald Trump is a little drunk with power. And even as that power is waning, it is loosing wilder and wilder tongues than ever. And it's not keeping in awe this divine spirit, the spirit of justice and reconciliation that is the thing that I will be thinking about on August 15th of 2025.

And now my conversation with Glenn Kelman. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Glenn Kelman is the CEO of Redfin, an online home-brokerage service. Prior to joining Redfin, he was a co-founder of Plumtree Software, a publicly traded company that created the enterprise-portal-software market. Glenn was raised in Seattle and graduated from the University of California at Berkeley.

Glenn, thank you so much for joining The David Frum Show today.

Glenn Kelman: So excited to be here. Thanks for having me, David.

Frum: Oh, so, so grateful to you. So let's just start with the open-end question: What is going on in the housing market? We've had a terrible spring. There's more bad economic news this summer. What's the state of the housing market?

Kelman: Home prices are softening. So for the first time in nearly a decade, home prices seem likely to soften in the second half of the year. Interest rates may go down just because the jobs news was weak, and that would be a welcome respite, but inventory has been very low for a long time. Sales volume has been extremely low, probably 30 percent below historic levels on a per-capita basis. We haven't seen this sales volume since 1997, when the United States population was about 30 percent smaller. So the market has been moribund, but home prices have held up, and we're going to see that in the June numbers.

But if you look further ahead, 35 percent of listings are staying on the market for more than 90 days. We have many unsold listings right now. It has just gotten hard to sell a house, especially in the Sun Belt, and so that may bring some relief to homebuyers who really need it. The average age of the first-time homebuyer is 38. It used to be 31 just a decade ago.

Frum: Well, one of the things that is strange, and you're sort of anticipating the question is, this is a market that is experienced as a bad market, both by sellers and by buyers.

Kelman: Mm-hmm.

Frum: And normally, at least one of those two groups is happy. Bad news for sellers, good news for buyers. Bad news for buyers, good news for sellers. Now, they both seem unhappy that the prices are high. Buyers can't buy, but the buyers aren't there, so sellers can't sell. Everybody's miserable. That doesn't seem like an equilibrium state.

Kelman: No, it isn't. I think we're at an inflection point. So mostly people who have had to sell their home have been able to do so quite easily over the past two or three years. So even in the post-pandemic correction, it was fairly straightforward.

But now home sellers are struggling, especially people who bought a house during the pandemic. We are talking to them about lowering their price and they can't, because they'll be short on their mortgage. Now, we're not going to have anything like the great financial crisis in 2008, where there was a wave of foreclosures. But for a particular population of folks who did buy during the pandemic, it has suddenly gotten very hard to sell their home and pay off their mortgage. And so right now the market is just teetering in a very unhappy equilibrium. I think that prices will come down, and I'm one of the people who views that as good news.

When bread prices come down, when gas prices come down, most Americans view that as cause for celebration. But when home prices go down, about half of us are worried about it and the other half are throwing a party. And really, for the younger generation, we need prices to come down.

Frum: Well, is the cause of the misery that the people who bought during the pandemic and a lot of people were buying with money that was almost free? Very, very low interest rates?

Kelman: Yeah.

Frum: And now it's five years on and the cheapest money is the five-year interest rate that resets after year five, and those people are now thinking about selling, but they're selling to people who have to go borrow at real interest rates. And so that's the mismatch. The secret is one group has a low monthly payment, but wants to sell the house at a high price. The other group has a high monthly payment and cannot possibly meet the price. And that's the mismatch and that's why everybody's miserable.

Kelman: That is a huge part of it. So about 75 percent of American homeowners have a mortgage below 5 percent. We're unlikely to see a rate like that anytime in the foreseeable future, and so those folks create this rate-locked inventory. Many, many people in America--more than half of all Americans--really couldn't afford to buy their own home at current interest rates. So it's very common for us to go to a listing consultation with someone who has had another baby or is going through a divorce, had some kind of life event where they need to move, and when they realize what they're going to be able to afford from the sale of their home, they decide to stay put instead.

Frum: Let's go around the country, and let's start in what it's like--what I understand, like what the Dust Bowl was during the Great Depression, Florida is to today's real-estate market. It is just the endless source of bad news. So tell us the story of Florida, and then let's go around the rest of the country.

Kelman: Well, Florida has all kinds of problems, and some of them are climate change-related because insurance rates are shooting through the roof. So, so many buyers in Florida get a home, get a mortgage, and they think that's all there is to it, and usually that's the case. But now there's a third rail, which is getting insurance, and because there have been so many storms, insurance rates are sky-high.

The state has tried to regulate that to some degree, but it's really a triple whammy. Because home prices have gone up; many people are moving into the state. That has started to slow. Florida has always been a real-estate-driven economy, so the overall economy struggles when real estate struggles like no other state in America, and that just makes it extremely volatile, especially condos in Florida right now. Very hard to sell. So there are places where it's still easy to sell a home in Florida, but those are getting more scarce, driven by those three factors.

Frum: What's the strongest real-estate market in the country?

Kelman: Strongest real-estate market in the country is probably in the Midwest right now. It just saw less volatility than before. So if you went to a place like Austin, Texas, somewhere in the Sun Belt, home prices went up 40 or 50 percent during the pandemic and then came crashing down. But a place like Chicago has been very Midwest and stylish as you would expect Chicago to be, and so that market has been holding up. I think it's some of the markets where we saw the biggest pandemic highs that we're now seeing the most volatility.

West Coast markets are doing better because there were a bunch of Amazon workers or Google workers who thought they could move to Texas and keep their jobs, and now they're being called back to the states. And so this exodus that we saw from California and Washington State is now reversing, and that is supporting the market.

If I had to say the biggest split in the market right now, condos are just always more volatile than houses. Townhouses are also much more volatile. Those are the first parts of the market to go.

Builders are really struggling right now. Yeah, so the incentives that they're offering the homebuyer usually involve buying down the rate, and then they're offering 5 or 6 percent to a buyer's agent, when normally it would be 2 or 3 percent. That's an incentive that the consumer herself doesn't see. It's an indication that home-builder sentiment is very negative. I think it's been negative for 15 months. They've got their own double whammy where consumer demand is softening, but also their labor supply is shrinking.

Frum: Well, let's talk to the generational aspect because that's probably one of the most socially debilitating. So you said, a decade ago the first-time homebuyer averaged 31 years old. Today, the first-time home--how old, say it again?

Kelman: Thirty-eight.

Frum: Thirty-eight. So let's talk to those 29- and 30-year-olds who said, I thought I was one year away from buying a house, and now I discover I'm nearly a decade away. I'd like to have a house when I'm of age to have children. What hope is there for me? What hope is there for them?

Kelman: Well, we just need a correction with a correction. So we already talked about this phenomenon where home sales plunged at the end of 2022, but home prices kept increasing, and that was because all this inventory was rate-locked, and now we're starting to see inventory pile up. It's getting harder to sell a home. We think prices will go down by at least 1 percent in the second half of the year, and that means that homebuyers may catch a break, but 1 percent probably isn't enough.

The second part of this is that there just has to be a building boom. There's this big debate on the left about whether or not we should continue with the current policies or be much more permissive about building not just houses, but nuclear power plants and high-speed rail and all sorts of other projects to bring the American economy forward. I will be quite explicit about this. I am a "yes, in my backyard," YIMBY kind of politician. I really think America has to be good at building houses or the next generation is really gonna be in a pickle.

We always talked about "the bad vibes economy," where Joe Biden wondered, Why are people so down on the economy, especially this younger generation, and it's just hard to be optimistic about the economy, even when unemployment is low, if you're living in your parents' basement. And so I see some hope--Tim Scott and Elizabeth Warren, unlikely bedfellows, are now sponsoring a bill to lower housing regulation and to get more homes built. It passed through the banking committee on a unanimous vote. It's something that I think the president could really get behind. I had hoped when he started his term, that because he's a builder, he could be the builder in chief or the developer in chief. Mostly he has not addressed this issue.

Frum: You believe that Donald Trump is a builder?

Kelman: David. Are you trying to get me in trouble? I do not think--

Frum: He's a name licenser. He's not a builder. When was the last time Donald Trump built anything? Like, 1980?

Kelman: I think he has an enthusiasm for construction.

Frum: Yes. Yes.

Kelman: Regardless of his bona fides--

Frum: He draws--those are his favorite doodles.

Kelman: Yes. (Laughs.)

Frum: He draws skylines. (Laughs.)

Kelman: They are his favorite doodles.

Frum: And writes his name on-- (Laughs.)

Kelman: It's the White House right now. He wants to build another room in the White House. I know it's going to have this Louis Quatorze kind of vibe, but, nonetheless--

Frum: Louis Quatorze at Las Vegas. But okay, we're not going down the politics path. I just want to hear more hope for the young. Because even if the day of the 2.75 percent mortgage is not returning soon--and that was a trap, by the way. The way you got 2.75 percent was by saying, I'm signing up for five years, and then letting the interest rate reset, which is not advice that anybody should, any young person who doesn't have a lot of other resources should be following. You want the length of your loan to be the length of time you're going to own the home. The depression generation knew that. But anyway, 2.75 money, or even 3.25--we're not going to see that in the mortgage market so soon, even if the overnight rates come down. So, what's the hope for the young? What's the hope for the young?

Kelman: I think the hope for the young is that mayors have been losing their jobs over housing. If you look in Seattle, Los Angeles, San Francisco, there has been so much rage over the high cost of housing that it has really shifted the politics. There have been a bunch of state bills in California that failed five years ago that made it easier to build housing, made it easier to build accessory dwelling units, lifted parking requirements, and other things that dwindled the supply of housing in California. And now that state has gotten religion about trying to get builders back to increase the supply of housing. So I think there's just a new political movement. It is a bipartisan issue on the left and the right. At the local level, especially, there has just been this religion that we have to make it easier to build houses and increase the supply of homes. We are probably 4 million, 5 million units short of where we need to be, just given the demographics.

Frum: Yeah. Well, if we were having this discussion 10 years ago, 2015, what we would've said is, The outlook for housing is exciting because the autonomous vehicle is almost here. And when it gets here, people won't need to have their own individual parking places anymore because these autonomous vehicles will be rolling around the city. It'll be robot Uber for everybody, at least in any major place that's got any population density. You'll press the button for the robot Uber, it'll be there in eight minutes, and you will not need a parking space and that will cut $40,000 or $50,000 off the price of a condo. What has happened to that hope?

Kelman: Mania. So, the classic realtor move when you can't afford to live in the city is to look in the suburbs and then to look in the exurbs, so people's commutes just get longer and longer and longer. And at some point the rubber band always breaks, where people just aren't willing to live in New Jersey and commute into Manhattan.

But now because of Zoom and maybe because of autonomous vehicles, at some point we are going to see people who are more tolerant of longer commutes. We have certainly had these conversations with customers and been surprised. There are people living in Sacramento who commute into San Francisco, and that's because they're only coming to work a couple of days a week.

But it's also because the cost of housing is just insane in San Francisco. And I think there's probably a broader trend here, which is that it used to be that the politics of housing were toxic in San Francisco, New York, LA, and Seattle. But if you went to Indiana or Chicago or Florida, there it was still possible to work a middle-class job and get a starter home. So the American dream died in different places at different rates until the pandemic, and then all of a sudden you saw LA's housing problem come to Indiana, where people showed up with Monopoly money from LA saying, I don't care if the house is $300,000 or $500,000; it's easy for me to afford. And so I think now the housing crisis isn't just a local political issue; it's a national political issue, and it did, I think, contribute to some of the economic anxiety that was nationwide.

Previously, I think you felt like if you were living in San Francisco, your kids had to go to Harvard and then to Yale and major in computer science and get a job at Google and become a VP if they had any hope of buying a house in the same city they were raised in. Now I think that anxiety has spread to other parts of the country, and that's why I think there's a broader consensus that we need to do something about housing in America. We need to build more housing. We need to deregulate a little bit.

Frum: Well, from your vantage point, as the intermediary between buyers and sellers--if I said, Okay, we got the governors of the states here, with their notepads open, ready to take dictation, what are the top two, three, even four steps you'd recommend to make it easier to buy, build housing, and make housing cheaper?

Kelman: Almost all zoning laws. So zoning.

Frum: Be specific. What would you change?

Kelman: Well--and this is an issue where I think Donald Trump has been on the wrong side of the issue--but some places only allow single-family homes, so they don't allow density. You can't build an apartment building. You can't build a condo building, and that's because rich people like to have less density, fewer cars on the road. There's a certain kind of neighborhood that's a leafy neighborhood. And so in the past you would see Republican homeowners really argue for zoning laws that made it very difficult to build a house.

And then on the left, the issue that people really fought for were some kinds of rent controls, which discouraged us from building rental housing. And so the zoning laws that were popular on the right, the rental controls that were popular on the left--both of those need to go.

We've already talked about the parking minimums, but mostly it's just the approval times. So if you talk to builders, they will say that it's just so much easier to build a house in Arizona than it is in California even though the housing shortage is so much more severe in California. And if you look at what drove California's boom, Orange County used to be orange groves, and then the city made some unholy alliance with the builder to turn the whole thing into a suburb, and they built houses faster than at any point in America. And I just think, we may not need that rate, but we need something like it if we are to give hope to a new generation of Americans.

My broader argument is that I think this will be good, not just for housing, but I do think we need to upgrade the American economy so that it's ready for the 21st century. And if we are going to do that, we need to start saying yes to solar and wind and nuclear power, to high-speed rail, and all sorts of other projects. Liberal cities are going to fail if they can't get stuff done. And the sharp end of that spear has been this YIMBY movement. This "yes, in my backyard" movement. So I think that's the hope for progressive politics.

Frum: I think one of the things that people often lose sight of--we talk about housing building. People don't understand that houses fall apart. We lose housing every year, a certain percentage. It's a physical asset; it deteriorates over time. And so the idea that--and this is the thing that I think the rent controls understand--that the housing is dropping out of the market all the time because it's aged; it's dilapidated. And you either need to tear it down and build something new or you need to invest, in order to upgrade it. But in either case, you don't just build once and then forget. And the owner isn't just clipping coupons. The owner is having to, if you want to maintain that unit, actively reinvest all the time to maintain its quality.

And so it's not just build and forget. One of the reasons that you could be able to say, Well, we don't have a lot of natural population growth. Immigration is slowing down; why 4 or 5 million units? You see this in big cities. A lot of things are just dropping out of the market. The building falls down. There's a number--I'm going to forget what it is--of the number of apartments in New York that are rent-stabilized and vacant. The building is beneath the city's code, and so it's not allowed to be inhabited, but the landlord can't afford to renovate it because it's rent stable, and that's tens of thousands of units in the city of New York.

Now, not everybody has crazy rent-stabilization schemes, but everybody has the problem of housing deterioration, which is not something that I think that a lot of people in the YIMBY argument world--the YIMBY people might get it--but not everyone understands. Or remembers, I should say. People understand it once you explain it.

Kelman: One thing that people forget about home-price corrections is that it's not just that the same asset is selling for less money because of the laws of supply and demand; that happens, but if you looked in past corrections like 2008, 2009, and actually walked through the houses, you would see that they were run-down, that nobody had lived in them for six or 12 months, that there had been a foreclosure. So the actual quality of these housing assets across America declined even as the price for the same house also declined. So there were two factors that drove this wealth destruction during the last major price correction, which was in the great financial crisis.

And so now, if you look at what the mayor of Detroit has been talking about, there are taxes for investors who own blighted properties. It's sort of a use-it-or-lose-it tax--that you have to invest to make the property really livable or you have to sell it because there's sort of a vacant-property tax that's quite punitive.

Frum: And so that forces turnover in the marketplace.

Kelman: Yeah. And I think there's a broader issue here. Of course I'm an advocate for turnover in the marketplace because we're a brokerage and we make money every time there's a trade, but to me it's bigger than that. What has made the American experiment so dynamic is this idea that when Flint, Michigan, goes through a downturn because we're just not making as many cars as we used to in America, people eventually move. That is the story of the Okies going to California in a John Steinbeck novel. But if you look at the likelihood that an American will live and die in the same town in which he was born, that has actually increased.

Frum: My Atlantic colleague Yoni Appelbaum has a very important book about this called Stuck.

Kelman: Yeah.

Frum: I think the figure that Yoni cites is--now, we're an older country than we used to be, on average, so you'd expect a little less movement. If you adjust for age, if you look at people in the equivalent age group, an American is about--if I remember Yoni's book correctly--about half as likely to move at their peak moving years than a comparable American was in the 1980s. We're not talking about pioneer days, we're talking about the 1980s, when there were personal computers and airbags in cars and--

Kelman: (Laughs.) It's not so long ago! We were both alive then.

Frum: A lot of channels on TV. Disco was dead already. (Laughs.) And in the 1980s, Americans at the peak years of moving were twice as likely to move as Americans--and housing prices have to be a huge part because once you get a house, you think, and especially when you move from a depressed area to a thriving area, that the housing hit that you have to take to move from Flint to wherever the jobs are today is so terrible that people say, Well, here in Flint I may not have a job; at least I have a roof. 

Kelman: Yeah, and here's where I really will be teaching my book. Redfin exists to lower the fees paid to a real-estate agent. If you couple the fees paid to an agent with the lender fees and the title and escrow fees, it's about half of your down payment, and so there's this conventional wisdom that you need to live at a house for seven years before you offset those fees and get the appreciation necessary to make it a profitable decision to own a home. And those fees should be half of what they are. If you look at what it costs to trade a stock or what it costs to trade almost any other asset, all markets have become more liquid except the real-estate market. And real-estate liquidity is more important to American society because it determines where we live, where we send our kids to school, who our neighbors are. The demographics of the country are really stuck.

Frum: There is a lot of inefficiency in the housing market. And that can be fixed by technology and transparency.

Kelman: I think so. It's been a slow road to make real estate more efficient, because it's a cooperative industry. So what that means is that you have one agent representing the seller and another agent representing the buyer. And if you were to replace one of those real-estate agents with some kind of chatbot, I think the other would take offense. And so nobody wants a disruptive real-estate agent, because you worry that somehow you'll lose access to the club, and it still is a club that's running the U.S. housing market, that gates access to the most exclusive listings in the best neighborhoods. And so I think people are very risk averse. Homebuyers are very risk averse about working with different types of real-estate agents. And I am not one who thinks that the real-estate agent will be automated out of existence--I tried to do that when I first got into this business--but I do think that technology can make the process much more efficient.

Redfin has proved that in part. We charge half the fee. Our agents are three times more productive, but we still only have about 1 percent market share, and that's because people are skittish--skittish about working with a different kind of real-estate agent.

Frum: Yeah. As we wind this up, I want to deal with an argument that you hear a lot if you like the work of Derek Thompson and Ezra Klein. You've seen them caught up to this argument with people who want to personalize the problems in the real-estate market and say, The problem here is not zoning laws. The problem is not interest rates. The problem is that builders are greedy. They're wicked people, and they're colluding in wicked ways to make housing less available to others. And this is ultimately a cause for moral reform rather than technical reform. I've put that in a kind of unsympathetic way because it's pretty obvious I don't think much of the argument, but let's hear from someone who's there and knows. Is there any possible truth to the argument that what is going on here is some kind of conspiracy by home builders to oppress America?

Kelman: (Laughs.) I don't think so. I mean, I've been to home-builder conferences and it's a bunch of guys wearing cowboy boots. Most of them are Republicans. But they are trying to make money, and the way that they make money is by building more houses, and they are very much in favor of trying to build as many houses as they can.

So I think there's some hostility to rent controls because it makes it harder to build properties for rent. But mostly these are people who are very pro-immigration. These are people who are very pro-housing. They got their clock cleaned in 2007 because they were building a massive number of units at very low price points with very skinny margins. And you just have to have a little bit of sympathy for them. They're making a bet 18 to 36 months in advance of the demand. They have to buy the land; they have to get all the materials; they have to get the labor and build the house--and to stick their neck out that far, they have to believe that they're going to be able to get the project done.

And so when they encounter political resistance to that, they simply build somewhere else. That's why there's been so much construction in Florida and Texas and less in some progressive states. And so I do think, you know, the Derek Thompson, Ezra Klein argument that we should judge liberal governance by its ability to actually get things done and the simplest way to lower housing prices is to bring those builders back--there's no conspiracy here. They're just trying to figure out where they can build properties.

Frum: Let me finish by asking you a little bit about change in the--if we think of the house as a technology, it's an especially conservative technology. Human life changes rapidly, but people still want dining rooms or think they do, even though they don't eat in dining rooms anymore. They want a lawn, even as it becomes ever more unaffordable and difficult to maintain and even as they move to climates where lawns don't make sense. A lawn in Arizona--tough problem.

We talked about the possible elimination--of how the autonomous car might liberate us from the need to have a parking spot for every high-rise unit. If there are autonomous cars and you don't need to own your own car, you don't need the parking spot. Are there other places where the technology of the house, as we know it, could change? I mean, do you put any stock on this idea that young people might be attracted to a kind of, like, clubhouse living where you own your bedroom, you own your bathroom, but you don't necessarily own your kitchen or your public spaces? Do any of those technologies hold promise or do you think that's a lot of lifestyle-section talk that people--in the end, people want the house that they grew up in?

Kelman: I do think it's a bunch of baloney. You hear about it every once in a while, and I'm just too old, David. I think that people say that they're open to all sorts of alternative living arrangements, and then they have a couple of kids and they want the same thing that everybody else does. So the change in the floor plan that we've seen has been the second master bedroom because so many people now have their parents helping them raise their kids, helping them buy the house. There's a lot of nepo homebuyers where the parents kicked in half the down payment and they just have an extra bedroom because they spend months of the year with that family helping to raise the kids. So that's maybe the only major change in the floor plan.

And then the change in the process is, you should just remember that as we talk about how to bring manufacturing back to America, there is one asset that has to be manufactured in America. It's 20 percent of GDP, and it is the house. There are different parties that have tried to do more of the construction in a factory where the house is built in one place and then shipped very short distances because the shipping is so expensive. But the cost of construction and the speed of construction come down. It's using lasers and all sorts of other computer data and engineering techniques to build actually higher-quality housing, where it's just to a higher degree of precision. There's just so much that we could do if we just made it easier to build houses. I think we could lower the cost. And, of course, the offset on that has just been the labor.

It is a real issue that many of the people who build houses in America come from south of the border. And I have wondered--because the new immigration policies--if we are going to see, especially as we talk about AI and worry that men, especially, can't find the kinds of jobs we had 50 years ago, if more traditional Americans, nonimmigrant Americans are going to move into the construction industry.

But that is going to be an issue. We'll see how it goes.

Frum: Is there an immediate effect of immigration pending that rotation of the labor market? There are sections of the house-building process that, as I read it, are more immigrant driven than others. Like, roofers are more likely to be immigrants, especially illegal immigrants. Drywalling is very much an--and part of that, it should be said and to understand here what's going on, the dangerousness of the roofing job, which is one of the most dangerous jobs in America. And so that tends to be that--and this is where there is maybe a moral story--that you can invest in making the roofing process safer, or you can hire somebody who, if injured, has no right to complain. And a lot of builders are attracted to option B. And by the way, a lot of buyers are voting with their dollars to tell the builder, Don't invest in the cost of making the roofing process safer. Just hire someone who can't complain if he's hurt.

Kelman: Yeah, well, I hope that isn't the only solution. I don't know that it's just danger or even low wages or the willingness to do hard work. There are also craft-level jobs that have been staffed by immigrants--so people who make cabinets, people who do electricity. Americans aren't going into trades at the levels that they once did, and I think we should just account, at least for a moment, for the impact that tariffs have on housing. It's not just lumber; it's appliances. It's a wide range of goods that are imported from outside the country to build the house.

And so it's just a tough time to be a builder right now because there's so much volatility in the economy and these people are making long-term bets where they buy land years ahead of actually trying to get a sale. And so if your whole supply chain and your labor market have been disrupted, it's just harder and harder to make that bet.

Frum: Okay. Here's where I want to end. I want you to think about someone who's 28, 30, 31, who's confident that they're going to keep their job for a little while so they don't have the immediate fear, I'm going to lose my job, which many people have right now. But let's say you don't have that fear, but they don't own a home. What's the outlook for them? Can you say something hopeful to them about their path ahead? And any advice for them about where they should be looking?

Kelman: My hope is that for the first time since 2012, home prices are coming down, and I think that trend is going to continue into 2026. And so maybe time is on your side.

It also seems likely that rates are going to come down, at least somewhat. And so I don't think there's going to be some revolution that lets you buy a home for half the cost in three years. But I do think that after years and years of home prices going up, at least since 2012, homebuyers are going to get a break. And I'm really glad that you are.

Frum: Thank you. Thanks for talking to us, Glenn. We're so grateful to you for your candor and your time.

Kelman: Yeah, David, it's good to see you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Glenn Kelman for his fascinating insights into the U.S. housing market. Thanks to all of you for listening and viewing. If you enjoy this program and the content, I hope you'll share it as widely as you can on whatever platform you use. As always, the best way to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. And for now, goodbye and see you again next week. Thank you for watching and listening to the David Frum program.

[Music]
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A 'Hopefully Completely Unrelatable' Story About Marriage

What--if anything--can a reader learn from a couple that survived four months floating on the ocean together?

by Olga Khazan




In the late 1960s, Maurice and Maralyn Bailey sold their house in Derby, in Central England, and commissioned a 31-foot-long sailboat, the Auralyn. Seeking an escape from their boring lives and the dreary English weather, they planned to sail around the world. To "preserve their freedom from outside interference," as Maurice put it, they did not bring a radio transmitter aboard. Nine months after departing from the south of England in 1972, they made it through the Panama Canal and into the Pacific when a whale struck their boat, sinking it.

A new book, A Marriage at Sea, tells the tale of what happened next: The Baileys transferred themselves, 33 tins of food, and some cookies and Coffee-Mate into an inflatable life raft and dinghy, each barely the size of a stretched-out adult. They hoped for a ship to sail by and spot them. For nearly four months, they floated around, filling their time by catching rainwater and turtles--first as pets, then as food. Together, they clung to life as starvation and illness set in. Somehow, they survived. And they stayed married. And they went on another months-long sailing trip together.

The Baileys' experience was, as the book's author, Sophie Elmhirst, put it to me, "hopefully completely unrelatable for most people." It is not, of course, a marriage-advice book. But perhaps its story can offer lessons about marriage. The Baileys' seafaring appeared to be a type of "shared meaning" that relationship experts say can glue couples together. Their mission almost killed them, corporeally, but it also seems to have helped their marriage survive. And although most couples would not want to re-create the Baileys' experience, they can experiment with shared-meaning making in other--perhaps drier--ways.

The two Baileys were strikingly different. Maurice, who had a troubled childhood marked by illness and emotional neglect, was negative and socially ill at ease. Maralyn, meanwhile, was "as socially able as he wasn't," Elmhirst told me, as well as confident and enterprising. They met at a car rally where Maralyn was driving a Vauxhall Cresta with a particular level of "chutzpah," as Elmhirst writes. Maralyn suggested living aboard the sailboat even though she didn't know how to swim. "She just had that gung-ho quality," Elmhirst said.

Read: What comedians know about staying married

As I read the book, I could not understand what Maurice offered Maralyn. Why had she married someone so difficult, with so many cockamamie schemes? I asked Elmhirst for her theory, and she speculated that in an era of deep social conformity, Maralyn found liberation in Maurice's atheism, his desire not to have children, and, well, the whole boat thing. They both loved adventure, and both had a sort of British chin-up mentality that can be useful when soldiering on through something horrible.

What Maralyn offered Maurice, though, was clear. Adrift at sea, Maurice started to give up hope quickly, and Maralyn seemed to view spurring him on as a kind of second project, alongside engineering their survival. She made dominoes from strips of paper; when four gallons of drinkable water drifted away, she tried to raise his spirits by opening their last tin of rice pudding in honor of her birthday. She would assure him that they were meant to survive. They did argue, Elmhirst writes, but after a fight ended, they would "unpick it, see why they had snapped or become intolerant, and apologise." Later, Maralyn would claim to reporters that they hadn't argued at all.

On the raft, the Baileys discussed the next boat trip they would take as soon as they were rescued. During long days without food or water, they'd fantasize about the provisions for the new boat, the design of the new boat, and where they'd sail it--Patagonia, they figured.

This second boat trip was, in some ways, crucial to getting them through that first, ill-fated one. Maralyn's strategy for keeping Maurice going was to fixate on a future, one that contained a second, successful sailing mission.

The Baileys' near-death experience became their shared meaning--a way of defining "this is who we are; this is what we do," says Carrie Cole, the research director of the Gottman Institute, which focuses on couples' counseling. It solidified the relationship and, in all likelihood, made it last. "A lot of times when people go through some ordeal like that and they survive it together, it really can connect to them," Cole told me. "Nobody else has experienced what they have. It's like they have this deep sense of feeling known and understood." She notes, though, that most people cultivate this shared meaning in less dangerous ways, such as through volunteering or hiking.

Read: A wedding reveals how much help is really available to you

Another possible takeaway from this unusual duo, Elmhirst speculated, is that perhaps the Baileys show that, on some level, we all need someone to love. Maurice needed Maralyn to prop him up, and Maralyn needed someone to prop up. In the interviews the pair gave in the years after their rescue, "he'd make this point again and again that, if it hadn't been for her, he'd never have lived," Elmhirst said. Perhaps he wouldn't have survived without her even on dry land: Maralyn, Elmhirst said, "translated him for the world." Maybe, she added, "there is something in us that is designed or works well in tandem with someone else."

In the book, Elmhirst asks, "For what else is a marriage, really, if not being stuck on a small raft with someone and trying to survive?" Throughout all the dramas of daily life--the fender bender, the sleep regression, the surprise layoff--partners can start to feel trapped with each other. Maybe that's not the worst thing.
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Trump Forces His Opponents to Choose Between Bad Options

Some of the president's power stems from his ability to put his opponents in lose-lose situations.

by David A. Graham




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker has made himself a spokesperson for Democratic resistance to Republican plans for a brazen mid-decade gerrymander, and on Sunday, he appeared on Meet the Press to state his case. "It's cheating," Pritzker said of the Texas redistricting that the president has demanded. "Donald Trump is a cheater. He cheats on his wives. He cheats at golf. And now he's trying to cheat the American people out of their votes."

It's a clever line. But it would have been better if not for the fact that some of Pritzker's fellow Democrats, including the governors of New York and California, are now trying to redraw their state's maps to squeeze Republicans. (It might also have landed better if Illinois' maps weren't already gerrymandered, as Representative Mike Quigley, a Chicago Democrat, recently acknowledged.)

If they're going to strike back, Democrats in some of these states don't just have to draw new maps--they have to find ways to circumvent structures they enacted in recent years to make maps fairer. Former Attorney General Eric Holder has been the driving force behind Democrats' work for fairer districts, but he's now in the awkward position of calling for cutthroat maps. "My hope would be you have these temporary measures," he told The New York Times. Of course, everyone always hopes that. The political scientist Sara Sadhwani, who helped draw the Golden State's current maps, argued for tossing them, telling Politico's California Playbook, "These are extraordinary times, and extraordinary times often call for extraordinary measures."

This reasoning feels both dangerous and alluring. Democrats pushed for fairer districts to bolster democracy; if they remain pure and Republicans rig the system, then it was all for naught. Yet if they abandon the push for fairness, what are they preserving? Saying that Americans should resist tyranny is all well and good, but the past decade has shown that resisting involves a lot of risky judgment calls. Part of Trump's political genius, and his threat, is that he forces his opponents to choose between bad options.

During the first Trump administration, for example, some of his aides simply refused to execute on things the president told them to do--or, in one case, reportedly even swiped a draft letter from his desk to prevent it from being signed. On the one hand, they were probably right on the merits: Trump has lots of bad ideas, some of which might have endangered the country if enacted. On the other hand, they were unelected officials refusing lawful commands from the elected president. What's right in the short term can set perilous precedents in the long run.

This week, Trump dispatched the D.C. National Guard and federal officers to the streets of the capital. Five summers ago, amid major protests, he did the same--and reportedly contemplated calling in active-duty soldiers. Then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley was able to talk Trump out of that, but the price he paid was participation in a photo op with the president as he walked across Lafayette Square from the White House. The resulting images "created a perception of the military involved in domestic politics," as Milley put it. He quickly came to regret that decision and apologized. Knowing which choice was better is nearly impossible.

Once Trump left office, federal prosecutors had to grapple with how to handle both his attempt to steal the 2020 presidential election and his hoarding of classified documents at Mar-a-Lago. Trump's misdeeds were not especially murky or covert: Everyone watched him try to subvert the election in real time, culminating in the January 6 insurrection; the documents in question were demonstrably at Mar-a-Lago, and the government had subpoenaed them.

Declining to prosecute Trump for these actions would have encouraged his own further abuses and also fostered the impression that not everyone is equal under the law. Yet political leaders in functioning democracies generally do not charge their political rivals who have left office with crimes, because it injects partisanship into the system, eroding it for the future. Trump falsely accused President Joe Biden of engaging in banana-republic-style politics, but now that Trump is in power, his government is reportedly pursuing an absurd investigation against former President Barack Obama.

Once criminal charges were set in motion, the judges presiding over the cases had their own challenges. Would they give Trump a gag order--standard procedure to prevent a defendant from attacking witnesses publicly--and create an opportunity for him to claim "election interference," or would they allow attacks that no other defendant could get away with? (They mostly tried to split the difference.) The country ended up with perhaps the worst outcome: Trump faced charges, he reaped political benefit from claiming persecution, and now he has avoided convictions or even trials in all but one case, evading accountability by running out the clock.

Washington Mayor Muriel Bowser is now facing her own tough choice: If she forcefully opposes the president's temporary takeover of the city's police force, as well as other measures that he says he is taking to fight crime, then she risks inviting even more aggressive action from an angry Trump. If, however, she mostly acquiesces, then she is yielding the city's powers and surrendering her constituency's preferences to his. Meanwhile, university presidents are weighing whether to give in to Trump's attempts to seize control over their operations. Is it better to strike a costly settlement and regain some limited autonomy, or to fight the administration and risk even greater damage?

"Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice," Republican Senator Barry Goldwater said during his 1964 presidential bid. "Moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue." Americans resoundingly rejected that vision at the time, but now many of Trump's opponents and targets are adopting it as a philosophy. Forcing Americans who care about democracy into these dilemmas is part of what gives him such power.
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	How Democrats tied their own hands on redistricting
 	How the Texas standoff will (probably) end




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality.
 
 	 Vladimir Putin could be laying a trap.
 
 	 Trump is right that D.C. has a serious crime problem.
 




Today's News

	 About 800 National Guard troops have arrived in Washington, D.C., to support local law enforcement in carrying out President Donald Trump's order to deal with crime.
 
 	 Trump is considering filing a lawsuit against Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell over the Fed's building renovation, amid ongoing tensions over interest rates.
 
 	Inflation remained steady in July despite price increases on some goods caused by Trump's tariffs.
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Americans Are All In on Cow-Based Wellness

By Yasmin Tayag

A not-insignificant number of TikToks aim to convince the viewer that beef-tallow moisturizer will not make your face smell like cow. The beauty influencers who tend to appear in these videos--usually clear-skinned women rubbing tallow into their face as they detail their previous dermatological woes--describe the scent as "buttery" or "earthy" or grass-like. Many of them come to the same conclusion: Okay, even if the tallow does smell a little bit, the smooth skin it leaves behind is well worth it.
 Beef tallow (as both a moisturizer and an alternative to seed oils) is one of many cow-based products that have crowded the wellness market in the past five or so years. Beef-bone broth is a grocery-store staple. Demand for raw milk has grown, despite numerous cases of illness and warnings from public-health officials that drinking it can be fatal. In certain circles, raw cow organs--heart, liver, kidney--are prized superfoods ...
 Woo-woo, it seems, is becoming moo-moo. America has entered its cowmaxxing era.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The AI takeover of education is just getting started.
 	Kari Lake's attempt to deport her own employees
 	A management anti-fad that will last forever
 	Dear James: Do I need to shut up at work?




Culture Break


Jeff, 16, Fayetteville, New York, 1990



Look. In the 1980s and '90s, Adrienne Salinger photographed American teenagers in their natural habitat: their bedroom.

Read. In Xenobe Purvis's novel, The Hounding, a brood of odd siblings might be turning into dogs, Talya Zax writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Damage to Economic Data May Already Be Done

Donald Trump's choice to run the Bureau of Labor Statistics doesn't have to manipulate any numbers to undermine the reliability of the government's jobs reports.

by Egan Reich




If you have been closely following the ongoing Bureau of Labor Statistics story--in which Donald Trump fired then-Commissioner Erika McEntarfer after being displeased by the bureau's July jobs report and selected the Heritage Foundation economist E. J. Antoni to succeed her--you will have heard an unusual consensus about the airtight political independence of the agency and the people who work there. Among BLS employees, including former Commissioner William Beach, whom Trump appointed in his first term, a fierce loyalty to the data is bone deep.

Antoni does not appear to share that spirit of independence, nor does he seem to have a great deal of talent for economics or statistics, according to economists from across the political spectrum. Even so, his power to avoid future reports that embarrass Trump appears to be limited. In an interview recorded on August 4, before his nomination, Antoni proposed eliminating the monthly release of employment data, but the administration has already insisted that that won't happen. BLS data may not be completely tamper-proof, but they're pretty close. The sharpest economic minds in this country, both inside and outside the bureau, pay meticulous attention to the deepest layers of the data, many strata below the headline-unemployment rate and change-in-payroll employment. Deceiving them all would be very hard to do.

Unfortunately, that might not matter. Antoni doesn't have to manipulate any data to undermine the reliability of the government's economic statistics. That damage might already have been done.

I was a career press official at the Department of Labor who prepared a series of labor secretaries for their TV appearances early on the first Friday morning of every month. The release of the jobs report--"Jobs Day"--is a marquee event in this little corner of the federal government, when the press and the financial world's attention is fixed on the plaza of the Frances Perkins Building, in Washington. I lasted only one Jobs Day into the tenure of Trump's labor secretary, Lori Chavez-DeRemer, before taking DOGE's buyout deal. I decided to leave the government in large part out of fear of precisely the kind of demands for oaths of political loyalty that were being threatened then and are now being implicitly exacted on every career civil servant at the BLS.

Brian Klaas: Will Trump get his Potemkin statistics?

Most labor secretaries, understanding the power of jobs data to create or destroy value in the financial markets, have taken a sober and restrained approach to these press appearances. Then there's Chavez-DeRemer. One of her prime talking points has been that "native-born workers have accounted for all job gains since Inauguration Day." Every single one. Not a single Russian surgeon or Canadian blackjack dealer got a job after January 20 of this year. In fact, the BLS makes no such assertion. The claim is absurd on its face--the kind of political catnip that a Cabinet secretary in the Trump administration is expected to put forward without shame, as a kind of homage to the boss.

The existence of an independent BLS commissioner is predicated on the idea that someone needs to talk about the labor market who is never tempted to say such things. It's a public service, primarily for investors. Might a member of the Cabinet say something iffy as a result of her political loyalties? That's not ideal, but here's someone else you can listen to who doesn't have that problem. Until now, this arrangement allowed the president's representative to attempt to convince the public of the effectiveness of his priorities while reinforcing the objective, nonpartisan genesis of the underlying data. If the BLS commissioner is now every bit the political animal that the labor secretary is, then what is the purpose of the BLS commissioner?

I am not a statistician; perhaps Antoni can mandate methodological deviations that bias the numbers in Trump's preferred direction. But I don't think he needs to. Confidence in the bureau is already badly weakened. This is about more than just our trust as consumers of the jobs report, because we are also its producers. To create its reports, the BLS needs businesses and citizens to take the time to respond to surveys about changes to their payroll and about who is going to work or looking for a job in their household. Even before Trump won the election last November, the trend in survey responsiveness was declining, posing an existential threat to the robustness of the data.

The appointment of a transparent partisan to the head of the BLS is unlikely to improve matters. Why should we take the time to report our economic circumstances to the government if we believe the government isn't interested in the truth? If fewer Americans think that contributing to the creation of these reports is a valuable use of their time, the civil servants at the BLS will struggle to produce reliable numbers, regardless of what policies Antoni puts into place. The damage to our understanding of the economy would be far more consequential than a month of bad jobs numbers.
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Will Trump Get His Potemkin Statistics?

In authoritarian regimes, good numbers are always right.

by Brian Klaas




In 2013, ahead of a scheduled visit from President Vladimir Putin to the small Russian town of Suzdal, local officials worried that he would be disappointed by the dilapidated buildings. In a modern revival of Grigory Potemkin's possibly apocryphal deception of Catherine the Great, they slapped exterior wallpaper onto buildings, hoping to hide the decaying concrete behind illustrations of charming village homes. It was intended as a comforting myth to keep Putin happy. (In the end, Putin never showed up.)

On August 1, President Donald Trump demanded a comforting myth of his own, one that could have far greater consequences for the world economy. He began by firing a skilled economist, Erika McEntarfer, from her job running the Bureau of Labor Statistics, for a cardinal sin that ordinarily exists only in dictatorships: producing "bad numbers." In authoritarian regimes, good numbers are always right, and if anyone says otherwise--if they are foolish enough to produce statistics that suggest the economy is souring or that Dear Leader isn't producing historic growth and blockbuster jobs numbers--then it's curtains on their career (if not their life). As is so often the case with Trump, reality itself seems to be "rigged." Time to fix reality with Potemkin statistics.

This week, Trump named E. J. Antoni, the chief economist at the Heritage Foundation, as McEntarfer's replacement, subject to the charade of Senate Republican rubber-stamping that has become so common in Trump's second term. As with despots throughout the world, Trump selected Antoni on the two criteria that consistently warm a dictator's heart: loyalty and ideology.

Antoni, who contributed to Project 2025, has a resume that's thin on qualifications. Five years ago, according to his LinkedIn profile, he completed his doctorate in economics at Northern Illinois University, after a short stint teaching at Sauk Valley Community College. His only scholarly publication--ever--appears to be his doctoral thesis, which has been cited by other economists a grand total of one time. That sole citation came from a policy briefing written by Antoni's then-colleague at the archconservative Texas Public Policy Foundation.

Tim Naftali: Trump just did what not even Nixon dared to do

Antoni has shown ignorance of basic economic data, including in a recent social-media post supporting Trump's tariffs, in which he appeared to not grasp that a major index of import prices did not include tariffs in its published data. (Several established economists helpfully pointed this out to him.) Menzie Chinn, a renowned economics professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, has chronicled a wide array of Antoni's basic misunderstandings, misrepresentations, and mistakes. In other words, Antoni would probably not get hired as a junior economist at the agency he's now slated to run.

By contrast, McEntarfer received her doctorate from Virginia Tech in 2002, then worked as an economist in a variety of roles at the Census Bureau--under both Republican and Democratic presidents--as well as in top jobs at the Treasury Department and the White House Council of Economic Advisers. Last year, she was confirmed by the Senate to run the Bureau of Labor Statistics on a bipartisan 86-8 vote. Then-Senators J. D. Vance and Marco Rubio both voted to confirm her. During her time in public service--not in academia--she produced at least 44 publications, which have been cited by other scholars 1,327 times.

But what Antoni lacks in credentials and expertise he makes up for in his MAGA worldview. On X, he follows a who's who of Trump acolytes, including Carpe Donktum, a prolific meme creator who once shared an AI-generated video depicting Trump killing journalists and critics, and Jack Posobiec and Mike Cernovich, who both promoted the debunked Pizzagate conspiracy theory. International investors can see this, too--and they understand that nonpartisan government officials devoted to statistical accuracy do not behave like this.

Even conservative economists can see what's going on. Stan Veuger, a senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, has noted that economists had hoped that Trump would appoint a competent, fair expert who could ensure confidence in the government's data. "EJ Antoni is really the opposite of that," Veuger lamented. "Even the people who may be somewhat sympathetic to his economic policy views don't think he's qualified."

Yet again, the United States is lurching toward dynamics previously seen only in authoritarian regimes and dictatorships. Autocrats and wannabe despots consistently cook the books, manipulating statistics to make their nation's economy appear better than it is. This comes at a cost: Once the statistical facade peels away, providing a glimpse of the crumbling structure below, investors stop believing the data. Eventually they flee, taking their money with them.

The economist Luis Martinez has used satellite images to test whether dictators were overstating their country's growth rate. (Because real, sustained GDP growth inevitably produces increased light pollution in developing countries as cities expand and economic activity increases, nighttime images from space have proved to be a good proxy for economic growth.) Martinez's data showed that the answer was yes--and by a lot. The leaders he studied were overstating GDP numbers by up to 35 percent. And they weren't just fudging the numbers; they were almost certainly making them up.

Similarly, after Rwanda--which has long promoted itself as an African success story under the economic management of its dictator, Paul Kagame--boasted that it had reduced poverty by 6 percent over a five-year period, independent researchers concluded that poverty had actually increased by 5 to 7 percent. Other studies have confirmed that authoritarians frequently manipulate statistics strategically, ensuring that bad news never coincides with election cycles.

Roge Karma: The mystery of the strong economy has finally been solved

A dictator's ability to snap their fingers and transform economic malaise into a perceived miracle is an exercise of unconstrained personal power. But it is also a sign of weakness--one that inflicts significant damage to a country's economy. That's because economic investments involve putting capital at calculated risk, and those risks become unattractive when the underlying calculations are not based on trustworthy information. By contrast, leaders in functioning democracies tie themselves to the economic masts of independent institutions that are designed to speak truth to power--and investors trust them accordingly with their money.

Effective decision making is impossible without reliable, accurate information. And many crucial decisions in economic governance and investment rely on the BLS jobs numbers. The monthly reports sway Federal Reserve decisions, affect pension-payout calculations, and are factored into virtually every determination involving major global investment. Economists have expressed their worries that if the jobs data are even perceived as being subject to political pressure, international lending to the United States will decline. When Fox News highlighted this week that Antoni had previously expressed his desire to get rid of the monthly jobs reports, the value of the dollar fell shortly thereafter.

Antoni might not be able to manipulate the statistics themselves. Many economists are involved in compiling the data, and cooking the books without drawing notice would be difficult. But in the current American information environment, Antoni could do enormous damage simply by giving misleading political ammunition to the MAGA movement, dressed up in the official guise of a previously nonpartisan office. Antoni presumably has few qualms about the political pressure he's inevitably going to face from Trump; after all, he has accepted a nomination for a job that now clearly comes with a risk of being fired if the official statistics aren't to the president's liking. And that means the clock is ticking for Antoni even if he is confirmed, because Potemkin villages all eventually crumble.
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Is This the Hardest Physical Contest in the World?

The Best Ranger Competition belies the idea that the Army is weak or "woke."

by Kevin Maurer




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

The United States Army, in business now for more than 250 years, comprises more than 450,000 soldiers. Of those, about a third are in combat arms, serving in armor, artillery, engineering, cyber, and aviation units. Some 56,000 are in the infantry, the "Queen of Battle," serving in units such as the 82nd Airborne Division and the 4th Infantry Division. These are the soldiers who go to battle on foot (or, in the case of Airborne units, by parachute--at least on occasion). Among them are some of the most physically fit humans on the planet--the soldiering equivalent of Olympic decathletes.

These are the sort who choose to attend Ranger School, the grueling 61-day Army course at Fort Benning, in Georgia, that is meant to push the body, and the spirit, substantially past the breaking point. Only about half of those who start Ranger School eventually finish, some after trying repeatedly. The most elite of those who graduate, the 1 percent of the 1 percent, show up each April to compete in what's known colloquially as the Ranger Olympics.

This event is not well known. It is not televised. Not one participant is sponsored by Nike. But the Best Ranger Competition may be the hardest physical competition in the world. Fifty-two teams of two soldiers each start the Ranger Olympics. Over the course of three days, the field is narrowed as soldiers march and run dozens of miles, crawl through obstacle courses, and navigate swamps at night. They carry 50 pounds in their rucksacks, climb 60-foot ropes, and sleep, at most, for four hours at a time. All told, the average competitor burns more than 30,000 calories.

These soldiers are, pound for pound, the fittest, most trained, and most disciplined the world has ever known. They are also, nevertheless, part of what President Donald Trump has called our "woke military that can't fight or win." Trump has vowed to remake the armed forces, eliminating diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts and excoriating generals (many of whom served in combat) as losers. His secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, has moved to push trans service members out of the military ("No more dudes in dresses," he said in a speech this spring) and has suggested that women should not serve in combat.

For three days in Georgia this spring, those culture wars felt very far away, in part because what I saw at Best Ranger belies the idea that the Army is weak or "woke"; in part because among the 104 soldiers on the starting line at Fort Benning was a 25-year-old first lieutenant named Gabrielle White, a West Point graduate who was the first woman to compete for the Best Ranger title; and in part because, to her opponents on the course, the fact that she was a woman did not seem to matter. The only thing that mattered to the Rangers I met was that she had qualified for the competition.


First Lieutenants Kevin Moore and Griffin Hokanson, both members of the 75th Ranger Regiment, were favored to win this year's competition. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



I've covered the military for more than 20 years and have seen soldiers in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. Through my travels, I've come to realize that the political class and civilians in general have little idea who soldiers are or why they serve. In the past, military service was almost an unwritten requirement of the Oval Office, but the only president to have served in the past three decades was George W. Bush (who did not see combat). And although the U.S. has one of the largest active militaries in the world, less than 1 percent of its population serves in the armed forces, which means that most civilians have little contact with the military.

During the 20 years of war that began in 2001, the military faced numerous crises of public perception. In fairness, the mission the armed forces were given during the War on Terror was near impossible, with an ever-evolving definition of victory in both Afghanistan and Iraq and competing agendas from administrations of both parties, not to mention a public more comfortable with thanking soldiers for their service than sharing the burden.

These days, debates over trans and women soldiers and other "wokeness" wars dominate the discourse around the military, all of which hides the fact that, in my experience, most people volunteer to serve because they want to be part of something bigger than themselves. Once among the ranks, most consider a soldier's politics or gender identity less important than their ability to do the job.

Read: The backdoor way that Pete Hegseth could keep women out of combat

The military must now reinvent itself for a modern battlefield where it could face combat against Russia, China, or North Korea--or perhaps more than one at once. In this context, understanding the current force is crucially important. The Best Ranger Competition offers a glimpse of some of the most elite soldiers at work.

A month before the competition, I met the three qualifying teams from the 75th Ranger Regiment, a special-operations unit whose members had won the competition four years in a row. They were training on an indoor turf field with squat racks along one side and cardio machines along the other.

When I arrived, the soldiers were finishing a workout--doing planks with a 45-pound plate on their back and carrying 120 pounds 10 yards after a circuit of squats and bench presses. Speakers blared AC/DC and Johnny Cash. Nick O'Brien, who trains the regiment's 3,000 Rangers, looked on with his team of nine coaches, trainers, and dietitians.

For months, these six men had paused their day jobs with the regiment to prepare under O'Brien, practicing tasks such as assembling just about every handheld weapon in the American arsenal, marching and running for miles, and navigating the woods at night with just a compass and a map, eating only MREs ("meals ready to eat"), rations supplied by the Army that, over time, do demoralizing things to the standard human digestive tract.

First Lieutenants Kevin Moore and Griffin Hokanson, who composed Team 44, were favored to win this year. It was the first time that either man had represented the 75th and the first time they had been paired, but they had competed for other units in the past. Both look, a bit disconcertingly, like action figures. Hokanson, who's originally from Oregon, is a faster runner and more agile on the obstacles; Moore, from New York, is stronger. Both graduated from West Point in 2021. First Lieutenant Gabrielle White was also in their class, and the three started Ranger School together the following year. Moore had noticed that the leaders he respected all had Ranger scrolls on their sleeves. Hokanson had a battalion commander who was a Ranger, and saw that Ranger School was where lieutenants who wanted more of a challenge than what they found in the conventional army went.

Neither Moore nor Hokanson has faced combat, but they understand, as all Rangers do, that the battlefield in the age of drone warfare can easily become what a former senior Ukrainian commander called a "zone of continuous death." Networks of tunnels mean threats can come from any direction--above or below. The infantry must prepare for action at night, or underground, to avoid detection.

Still, no other part of warfare is as unchanging as the soldier on the ground, holding the line, defending it, or taking it. The Ranger motto--said to have originated on D-Day, as German mortars and artillery fell down on Omaha Beach--is "Rangers lead the way." Ranger battalions were deactivated at the end of World War II but called back into action again in Korea, where they executed raids, set ambushes, and led the counterattack during the winter of 1950 to regain land lost to the Communist offensive. The first Ranger School class was conducted around this time at Fort Benning, focused on individual combat skills and decision making under pressure, reflecting lessons learned in both World War II and the Korean War.

Later, as the armed services were becoming an all-volunteer force in the final years of the Vietnam War, generals saw the need for a specialized infantry unit capable of rapid deployment to troublespots around the world. The 1st Ranger Battalion was activated as a permanent unit in 1974. The idea was to build a unit that would act as a benchmark of excellence for the volunteer force. "The battalion is to be an elite, light, and the most proficient infantry battalion in the world. A battalion that can do things with its hands and weapons better than anyone," General Creighton W. Abrams Jr. wrote in what would become the unit's charter. "Wherever the battalion goes, it must be apparent that it is the best."

In recent decades, Rangers deployed during conflicts including 1991's Gulf War and the War on Terror. Rangers were among the special-operations forces who took part in the Battle of Mogadishu in Somalia in 1993, in which two Black Hawk helicopters were shot down and 18 American soldiers, including members of the 75th, were killed. In 2019, Rangers and Delta Force operators killed the Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. "I often think how many soldiers are alive today because they were led by a Ranger," retired Command Sergeant Major Rick Merritt, who served 25 years in the 75th Ranger Regiment, including combat deployments to Panama, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Iraq, told me. Ranger School, Merritt said, is "the ultimate life-insurance policy for going to combat."


Soldiers wait to begin the Best Ranger Competition at Fort Benning on April 11. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)





This year's competition started before dawn at Camp Rogers, a training area at Fort Benning, in the pine forest of western Georgia. A crowd of spectators had gathered, a mix of family members, unit mates, and former Rangers. Midway through the first seven-mile run, the competitors picked up a 60-pound sandbag that they would carry for the rest of the race.

The 75th Ranger Regiment teams were among the first to return to Camp Rogers, barely pausing after dropping the sandbags before heading to Victory Pond. There, they dove into the frigid water and made their way toward the boat ramp on the opposite shore, about 400 meters away. Some dog-paddled, held up by their life jacket. Others paddled on their back, hoping to conserve energy. One by one, the Rangers shuffled out of the water, soaked and shivering in the cool morning air.

"This sucks," one of the paratroopers of Team 34 said as they scrambled up the concrete boat ramp and a subsequent hill.

Without stopping, his partner answered with the universal infantry rejoinder, "Embrace the suck."

That meant a day of marching with 50-pound rucksacks as the teams navigated from task to task, earning points for each. In the past, the competition had been linear: Each team followed the same sequence of events. This year's wrinkle--called "Ranger Reckoning"--left it to the soldiers to complete the remaining objectives in any order.

Each task presented a different problem. One was an urban-assault course where teams attacked a two-story building; after throwing a grenade into a makeshift bunker, they would rush forward to a yellow line and perform 20 burpees (an exercise in which a single rep includes a push-up followed by a squat jump). The exercise raised their heart rate, mimicking the stress of combat. Once the burpees were done, the team shot red balloons attached to two targets before moving inside a cinder-block house, where they then faced other targets meant to represent both enemy fighters (to shoot) and civilians (to avoid shooting).

In past years, completing events faster meant more time to rest between events. But this new format turned the first day into an endurance competition, O'Brien told me. In all, the teams marched about 35 miles to complete the course. Every task was graded by instructors from the Airborne and Ranger Training Brigade, which runs Ranger School.

Retired Lieutenant Colonel Blain Reeves, a two-time competitor who won the Best Ranger competition in 1993 and served with the 101st Airborne Division in Iraq, told me that the first day was a "smoker." (Ranger School is meant to "smoke"--exhaust--its students each day.)

Team 38--White and her partner, Captain Seth Deltenre--had a 20-person cheering section that followed them from station to station. White did not agree to an interview; it seemed that she wanted her achievement to speak for itself. Among her supporters was Kris Fuhr, a 1985 West Point graduate who recalled coming of age in a very different military. West Point "made it very clear that they did not want us there," she told me. "We didn't have the protections of equal opportunity" or resources around sexual harassment and assault. "We had no advocates."

Fuhr has tried to take on that role for younger women in the military, and has run a mentorship program for women attending Ranger School since they were first allowed to do so, in 2015. Later that same year, then-Defense Secretary Ashton Carter announced that all military positions would be open to women. (Although women had served near the front lines for years, this decision removed the remaining formal barriers to direct-combat roles.) The Army reports that 367 women have attempted Ranger School since 2015; 160 have earned the Ranger tab. In recent years, upwards of 1,000 men have earned a Ranger tab each year.

Read: What does it take to become a U.S. Army Ranger?

In my months of contact with the Army's event organizers leading up to the Best Ranger Competition, no one mentioned Team 38 or Gabrielle White. In different times, the Army might have celebrated White's history-making presence. But under Trump and Hegseth, mentions of historic achievements by women and minorities have been removed from military websites. As of this writing, trans service members have been banned from the military, and the Pentagon has taken the name of the slain gay leader Harvey Milk, a Navy veteran, off of a supply ship.

In his 2024 book, The War on Warriors: Behind the Betrayal of the Men Who Keep Us Free, Hegseth wrote that "women cannot physically meet the same standards as men," arguing that they will mother soldiers in their units. "Dads push us to take risks," he wrote, but "moms put the training wheels on our bikes. We need moms. But not in the military, especially in combat units." On a video podcast last year, Hegseth said: "I'm straight up just saying we should not have women in combat roles. It hasn't made us more effective; hasn't made us more lethal; has made fighting more complicated." (He has since walked back some of his earlier remarks. On the Megyn Kelly Show in early December, he said, "If we have the right standard and women meet that standard, roger. Let's go.")

During his confirmation process, Hegseth echoed President Trump's desire for a Pentagon focused on "lethality, meritocracy, warfighting, accountability, and readiness." It is worth noting that Gabrielle White was given no accommodations or special treatment, and at no point did the Ranger instructors adjust her score because she was a woman.


First Lieutenant Gabrielle White (right) was the first woman to compete for the Best Ranger title. She and her teammate, Captain Seth Deltenre, stayed upbeat throughout a difficult second day. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Waiting to start the Malvesti Obstacle Course, Moore and Hokanson bounced from foot to foot and shook out their arms and legs. Both knew they had no more than four minutes of suffering before a break. When they got the order to go, Moore and Hokanson easily knocked out the six chin-ups and shimmied up the 30-foot rope. Jumping down a log ladder with nearly six feet between each rung barely slowed them down. Finishing the monkey bars over water put them on the edge of the notorious "worm pit," a shallow, muddy trench covered with barbed wire that would-be Rangers must crawl through--sometimes submerged--on their belly.

Hokanson went first. Moore was next, slipping past the last rusty strand of wire and meeting Hokanson on the chin-up bar. Six more chin-ups and a run to the finish line later, they'd completed the obstacle course in three minutes and 35 seconds--a respectable time for rested soldiers, and an astonishing one for people who'd been going for almost 13 hours. They hadn't caught their breath before it was time for a pop quiz, which instructors give after some events to test competitors' cognitive powers. In which three conflicts did Army Colonel Richard Malvesti--the Ranger for whom the course is named--serve? (The answer, which Hokanson and Moore got right, was Vietnam, Grenada, and Operation Just Cause in Panama.)


A soldier shooting at moving targets (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Before a night ruck march, the field would be narrowed to 32 pairs. In the holding area, Moore pulled off his boots and propped his swollen feet, chewed up with blisters from his wet socks, on his rucksack. He was exhausted, but he and Hokanson were in first place and Moore knew all eyes were on them.

"I'm going to act like this is the first thing I'm doing and I'm fresh," Moore said. "Everyone's going to look at me and realize that we are here to do business." Competitors had deliberately not been told how long the ruck march would be, but at least they were hydrated and had gotten something to eat.

When it was time, Moore laced up his boots once more. "You look strong," Hokanson told his partner. "I don't know if you're faking it or if you're being serious, but you look strong."

Moore admitted afterward that he'd been faking it a little. Nevertheless, Team 44 took the lead and tore through the first four miles. Hokanson and Moore soon dumped their rucksacks to face the next test: They were each to carry two 45-pound water jugs for an unknown distance using only grip strength--no carrying the jugs on their shoulders, no wrist wraps, no resting the jugs on their feet, no setting them on the ground. As soon as one jug was set down, both men would have to stop and return to the starting line. The test, as the Ranger livestream commentator said, had a steep price for failure.

Team 44 came in second, but had the most total points for the competition. Team 38--White and Deltenre--sat near the bottom of the table.


Moore and Hokanson at a station in Doughboy Stadium on the second day of the competition (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



Before the second day's events kicked off, the Rangers lay on the grass outside Doughboy Stadium, their boots and socks off. When they walked, they tended to do so with a grimace or a limp.

Inside the stadium were six stations, including one where the soldiers had to breach doors with a torch, a saw, and fire-rescue tools. At the first station, teams would toss a 100-pound medicine ball over one shoulder between burpees--30 in all--before hauling a 290-pound yoke 50 meters. Then they'd each climb a 15-foot rope 10 times. Later they'd sprint to a dummy, bandage its fake wounds, and haul it roughly 50 yards on a stretcher sled back to the starting line. At the last station, they would throw axes before they retreated to a neighboring baseball field to throw practice grenades.

For Team 44, this was light work. Moore, in particular, seemed to have a well of energy, and the men left the stadium area before lunch, giving them time to rest.

More was at stake for White and Deltenre as they entered the stadium to cheers from their supporters; only 16 teams would advance to the third and final day, and Team 38 would need good scores to make it. After each burpee and medicine-ball throw, White and Deltenre encouraged each other to press on. They skipped the rope climb, incurring a penalty but saving energy for other events, and went on to win the axe throwing, which moved them up to 17th place.

By the end of the afternoon, they were the only team that still seemed upbeat. They waited for the order to head toward the field where a Black Hawk helicopter would take them to Camp Darby for a mystery event before the night land-navigation test--historically the most difficult part of the competition. Once they got the order, White and Deltenre trotted to the helicopter.

For the night event, each team would have five hours to find five points in the tangled swamps near Hollis Branch Creek without using any roads or trails.

Hokanson took the lead on navigating for Team 44. Moore followed his partner's chem light as they bushwhacked through the swamp, in mud up to their knees, to the first point. But when they got across the swamp, Hokanson didn't see what he'd expected. Checking the map again, he realized they were going the wrong way.

"Kevin, I love you, but we're going to have to go through this again," Hokanson said.

"Griff, I'm going to kill you," Moore said. "I'm going to wring your neck."

They had planned to hit one point each hour, but it took them almost two hours in the thorn brushes and mud to find the first one. With their bearings finally set, the men found two more points in under two hours and a fourth before the five-hour cutoff, leaving them with a lead of more than 100 points going into day three. (No team found all five points in the allotted time.)

Team 38, meanwhile, ranked second in the night navigation event, securing themselves a spot for the final day.


White completing the Combat Water Survival Assessment on the third day of the competition (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



At 7:30 the next morning, as the first streaks of light came through the pine trees, the 16 remaining teams prepared to take on the Darby Queen, one of the toughest obstacle courses in the U.S. Army. The course comprises 24 stations made mostly of wood and rope set over a mile of rolling terrain. Some are as tall as three stories; others require crawling through trenches. Hokanson, who scored the fastest official solo time during the regiment's training period this year, moved effortlessly through them all, encouraging Moore as he went. They finished first, extending their lead.

Next, the teams retreated to a field where they packed their gear and wrapped it with their ponchos to create a raft before boarding a helicopter for a short flight to Victory Pond. Sitting in the door of the helicopter with his legs dangling, Hokanson was shivering uncontrollably. After two full days of competition, he couldn't wait to complete the final tasks.

The helicopter swooped past a rappelling tower and hovered over the middle of the lake. As the crew chief signaled for Team 44 to jump, they pushed their raft into the water before following it out. They swam their rucksacks to shore, then ran to a launch point where inflatable boats waited and paddled against the current, across the lake to the rappelling tower.

One more water event and Team 44 could rest before the final run, whose distance the competitors did not know. The Combat Water Survival Assessment, which also must be completed during the beginning of Ranger School, starts at the bottom of a 35-foot-tall metal ladder. From the top, with no safety harness, Moore calmly walked across a log suspended above the pond. He shimmied across a rope, plunged into the water and swam to a dock, then ran back and tagged Hokanson, who started up the 35-foot ladder to the suspended log. Moore, meanwhile, headed for a 70-foot tower. At the top of the tower's staircase, he slid down on a pulley attached to a suspended cable, and crashed into the pond. All of these tasks were timed. Even though their lead was insurmountable this late in the competition, Hokanson and Moore ran through the course at full speed; they didn't want to leave any doubt. They came in fourth for the event, all but assuring their victory.

Now the only thing left to do was run the final road race. Team 43--another 75th Regiment team, made up of Sergeants Emerson Schroeder and Tyler Steadman--was in third place but wanted to use this last event to push for second. When it was time to run, they kept a near-superhuman pace after having been almost constantly active for three days, and won the 4.1-mile race in about 30 minutes, becoming the first team to raise its rifles at the finish line.

Team 44 came in third in the race, and first in the overall competition. As they approached the finish line, Hokanson was so tired that he couldn't lift his rifle above his head. Tears welled up in his eyes as blood ran from his face onto his bib.

The loudest cheers were for Team 38, which finished the run second to last. Overall, though, White and Deltenre ended the competition 14th out of the 52 teams. After raising their rifles, they hugged and went to get checked by the medics, a standard safety precaution.

Kris Fuhr was at the finish line with the other Team 38 supporters. Watching White raise her rifle at the end of the race felt like validation, she told me, for the work she and her peers had done to make the military a more hospitable place for the women who came after them.

Jackie Munn: I felt more welcome in combat than I did on base

For their part, White's opponents seemed to respect her. "Anyone who makes it to day three and finishes the competition has achieved a standard far beyond anything in the Army," Hokanson said.


Sergeant Emerson Schroeder zip-lining as part of the Combat Water Survival Assessment (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)



In his speech at the awards ceremony, General Randy A. George, the Army chief of staff, asked a question that had hung over the whole three days: Why does the Army put so much time and so many resources into the Best Ranger Competition?

"Our Army is the best in the world," George told the audience. "When tested in battle, we prevail time and again. Rangers are the best of our Army."

Later, I asked George whether he thought that this generation of soldiers was less lethal than those that came before.

"I don't buy that," George said, shaking his head.

In fact, he said, if you compare Rangers over the past three decades, today's are at least as capable as their predecessors--maybe even more so. "Everybody's going to have to shoot, move, and communicate on the modern battlefield," George said. "They're going to have to be absolute experts at that. And that's what you get with any Ranger formation."

Toward the end of the awards ceremony, George challenged every Ranger onstage to take what they'd learned and use it to inspire excellence among their peers. "Go back to your units and build Rangers," he said. "Challenge your troops. Test them and push them. Send them to school and set expectations that they come home Ranger-qualified. Hold them accountable to being tough and lethal."

In my conversations with the competitors, I saw this ethic firsthand. The Rangers had trained for months not in the hopes of attaining fame or fortune but for the chance to exceed even their own expectations. Perhaps this is why, after the competition ended, none of the soldiers I spoke with brought up the fact that this year's Best Ranger Competition had made history by being the first to include a woman--not because they did not want to draw attention to White or her performance but because the days-long physical and mental challenge demanded everything they had, leaving them no time to think about anything but putting one foot in front of the other.


Moore and Hokanson placed first in this year's Ranger Olympics. (Kendrick Brinson for The Atlantic)








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/archive/2025/08/army-best-ranger-competition/683848/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Dreams for D.C. Could Soon Hit Reality

The president will likely find that broad emergency powers do not give him free rein.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




Washington, D.C., more than any other city in the country, presents President Donald Trump with the opportunity to meddle in the minutiae of municipal governance. Even in the capital, though, his powers are far from limitless. And the chasm between Trump's sweeping plan to "clean up" D.C. and his actual authority over the city sets up a stark choice for the president: He can either settle for a significantly diminished version of the kind of change he desires or attempt to push the bounds of the law.

On Monday, Trump announced that he would federalize the city's police department, deploy the National Guard, and dispatch hundreds of federal officers to patrol the nation's capital, pledging to address its "crime, bloodshed, bedlam, and squalor." Trump set a high bar for himself during a press conference in which he promised to, among other things, get rid of D.C.'s "homeless encampments" and "slums," revoke the city's cash-bail system, end its so-called sanctuary-city policies, increase penalties for youth offenders, and even fill potholes with fresh asphalt. "Our capital city has been overtaken by violent gangs and bloodthirsty criminals, roving mobs of wild youth, drugged-out maniacs, and homeless people," he said yesterday at the White House. "And we're not going to let it happen anymore. We're not going to take it." But Trump is likely to find that even this seizure of broad emergency powers does not give him free rein to remake the city to his liking.

The 1973 Home Rule Act, which allows a president to take over Washington's police force during an emergency, also sets a limit on how long this kind of federalization can last. Under that law, Trump has a maximum of 30 days to maintain control over the Metropolitan Police Department--hardly enough time to conduct a major revamping of policing tactics and enforcement priorities. (The 1973 law actually limits the White House's authority to 48 hours, allowing an extension to 30 days only after the president has notified Congress why such an accommodation is necessary.) Extending the federalization, which began yesterday, past a month would require an act of Congress. Democrats, whose votes Trump would likely need to pass such a law, have already blasted his actions as those of a would-be authoritarian.

Charles Fain Lehman: Trump is right that D.C. has a serious crime problem

Washington's attorney general, Brian Schwalb, has denounced Trump's moves as "unprecedented, unnecessary and unlawful," challenging the president's claim that D.C.'s crime levels constitute an emergency. "There is no crime emergency in the District of Columbia," Schwalb wrote yesterday on X. "We are considering all of our options and will do what is necessary to protect the rights and safety of District residents." Like many other cities, D.C. experienced a spike in crime during and immediately after the COVID-19 lockdowns but has since seen numbers drop. Homicides are down 12 percent so far this year compared with the same period last year, following a 31 percent decline in 2024, according to MPD. Violent crime is down 26 percent as of Monday, MPD reports, after a 35 percent drop last year. As a result, crime levels in Washington are at a 30-year low.

Still, Trump has looked past the broader statistics to zero in on specific acts of violence--including a bloody assault on a federal staffer earlier this month that the president said led him to get more involved in local crime fighting.

While the D.C. city council echoed Schwalb's criticism, calling Trump's actions "a show of force without impact" in a statement, Mayor Muriel Bowser was less combative during a press conference yesterday afternoon. She said Trump's moves were "unsettling and unprecedented" but "not surprising," given Trump's rhetoric in recent weeks. She said she would work with Trump's allies to review the city's crime laws and encourage the police force to collaborate with its federal partners to help end "the so-called emergency."

Trump would need buy-in from Washington's police officers themselves to enforce the more aggressive form of policing he has requested. (Trump said yesterday that law enforcement should "knock the hell out of" suspected criminals, lock up more juveniles, and otherwise "do whatever the hell they want.") He received a nod from MPD's union, which has clashed with the city council over laws that aimed to reduce police misconduct and hold officers accountable for using excessive force. The union said yesterday that it welcomed the federalization and looked forward to working with the White House to tackle local crime.

At the same time, the union asserted that any federal takeover should be temporary, and fissures have already emerged over staffing levels. The department said its force of about 3,200 officers, which has shrunk by about 600 over the past five years, is overstretched and needs more employees. Trump, who wants the department to make more arrests, disagrees, saying yesterday that the officers need only to have the right policies in place. "I was told today, 'Sir, they want more police.' I heard a number--3,500 police," Trump said. "They said, 'We have 3,500. We need more.' You don't need more. That's so many. That's like an army."

As the commander in chief of D.C.'s National Guard, Trump faces fewer limitations in deploying the actual Army onto Washington's streets. Unlike state National Guard members, who report to a governor, the D.C. National Guard is under the purview of the White House. Even so, D.C.'s National Guard is relatively small. The Army said in a statement yesterday that it was mobilizing 800 soldiers, though only about 100 to 200 would be assisting local law enforcement at any given time.

In practice, that means the troops will likely serve primarily as backup to D.C. police or other law-enforcement officials who might be arresting suspects or conducting direct law-enforcement activities, as California National Guard troops largely did after Trump sent 4,000 of them into Los Angeles earlier this summer. Trump's eagerness to deploy the guard members to a mostly quiet city sparked accusations of hypocrisy from Democrats, who questioned his delays in dispatching the guard during the deadly January 6, 2021, insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. Other federal agents from branches including the FBI, U.S. Park Police, and the Drug Enforcement Agency have begun emerging on city streets but are supposed to limit their activities to enforcing federal laws.

Yesterday, Trump pledged to overhaul several local D.C. policies--cash bail, immigration enforcement, road construction. The Home Rule Act does not give him authority to do any of those things; instead, it offers broad powers to the locally elected D.C. city council and mayor to govern the city of 700,000.

Once Trump realizes that he does not have the ability to enact his vision quickly, the president is likely to move on to other matters, Joseph Margulies, an attorney and government professor at Cornell University, predicted. "It's equivalent to the bloviating about buying Greenland or seizing the Panama Canal or making Canada the 51st state, where he's going to lose interest in an hour and a half," Margulies told me. "And then, the National Guard will drift away, and the FBI will be reassigned to where they need to be, and the D.C. police will go back to doing what they do. It's just a pointless symbolic exercise."

Read: Trump's farcical D.C. crackdown

Others see darker possibilities. Trump's ultimate goal might be to normalize the idea of federal forces storming into Democratic cities, Ruth Ben-Ghiat, an expert on authoritarianism, told me. "It is no surprise that with the flimsiest of excuses--a supposed crime surge that is contradicted flatly by the actual statistics--they are moving to militarize the capital," she said. "Each laboratory of repression--first L.A., now this--is supposed to habituate people to accept this executive overreach and with the aesthetics of cities being subjugated by troops."

But unlike mass protests over racial justice or pro-immigrant activism in Los Angeles--incidents that tend to grab the national spotlight at least for a time--the issues of homelessness, youth crime, and municipal disorder are long-standing challenges that defy easy fixes. Trump has shown more interest in the flashier parts of managing the city's profile, appointing himself the chair of the Kennedy Center, creating the "D.C. Safe and Beautiful Task Force" to tackle crime and urban grime, and overseeing a military parade near the White House. During his press conference yesterday, he took time to tout the recent "upgrades" he has implemented at the White House itself, including renovated marble floors, an abundance of new gold trim, and plans for a massive ballroom.

Citing his "natural instinct" for "fixing things up," Trump suggested that he would do the same for the nation's capital, betraying no awareness that his power is far more limited outside the gates of the White House complex. "Not only are we stopping the crime; we're going to clean up the trash and the graffiti and the grime and the dirt and the broken marble panels and all of the things they've done to hurt this city," he said. "And we're going to restore the city back to the gleaming capital that everybody wants it to be. It's going to be something very special."

Missy Ryan contributed to this report. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/08/trump-dc-police-emergency-powers/683845/?utm_source=feed
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Vladimir Putin Could Be Laying a Trap

Donald Trump badly wants a deal to end the war in Ukraine. What is he willing to give up?

by Jonathan Lemire




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

Vladimir Putin has had a tough few months. His military's much-feared summer offensive has made incremental gains in Ukraine but not nearly the advances he had hoped. His economy has sputtered. Donald Trump has grown fed up with Putin's repeated defiance of his calls for a cease-fire and, for the first time, has targeted the Russian president with consistently harsh rhetoric. Last week, Trump slapped one of Russia's major trading partners, India, with sanctions.

Putin needs to buy time to change the trajectory of the conflict. So the former KGB spymaster has given Trump something that the U.S. president has wanted for months: a one-on-one summit to discuss the end of the conflict. Trump leaped at the chance. But as the two men prepare to meet in Alaska on Friday, foreign-policy experts--and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--are warning that Trump could be walking into a trap that the Russian leader is setting on American soil.

"Putin has already won. He is the leader of a rogue state, and he'll get a picture on U.S. soil with the president of the United States," John Bolton, one of Trump's former national security advisers, told me. "Trump wants a deal. And if he can't get one now, he may walk away from it entirely."

Putin has shown no sign of compromising his positions. His demands to reach an end to hostilities remain maximalist: He wants Russia to keep the territory it conquered, and Ukraine to forgo the security guarantees that could prevent Moscow from attacking again. Those terms are nonstarters for Ukraine and the European nations that have rallied to its defense.

Having promised an end to the war during his campaign, Trump, above all, is desperate for the fighting to stop, and observers fear that, as a result, he might agree to Putin's terms regardless of what Ukraine wants. Trump has already said in recent days that Russia and Ukraine will need to "swap lands" (without specifying which ones). But it is not clear that Russia is willing to give up anything. And if Zelensky were to reject a deal, no matter how one-sided it might be, in Trump's mind, Kyiv would suddenly be the primary obstacle to peace. That could lead Trump to once again unleash his wrath on Zelensky, with potentially disastrous consequences for Ukraine's ability to keep fighting the war.

Read: Trump invites Putin to set foot in America

"Clearly Putin's strategy is to delay and play the president: string him along, concede nothing, exclude Zelensky," Democratic Senator Richard Blumenthal of Connecticut, who sits on the Armed Services Committee, told me. "My preeminent fear is a bad deal that Zelensky rejects, and then he becomes the bad guy, and that then Trump, once again in his classic mixture of vengeance and vanity, will turn against Ukraine."

Trump has made clear that he wants peace. He also wants a Nobel Peace Prize. Several of his closest allies have told me that the fact that President Barack Obama received one infuriates Trump. He has taken to declaring that he has "ended six wars" in his second term. Fact-checkers say this claim is exaggerated, though it's true that his administration has focused on global hot spots in recent weeks, receiving acclaim for brokering peace agreements between Cambodia and Thailand, India and Pakistan, and Azerbaijan and Armenia. The world's most high-profile conflicts, in Gaza and in Ukraine, however, have only escalated in recent months. The situation in Gaza appears to be deteriorating, and Trump has not done anything to stop Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's controversial plan to occupy Gaza.

So Trump sees an opportunity with Ukraine. The bloodiest war in Europe since World War II has become deadlier this year, and the warring sides have expanded their arsenals with weapons capable of striking deep into enemy territory.

The White House dismissed the notion that Trump could be outfoxed by Putin. "What have any of these so-called foreign policy 'experts' ever accomplished in their lives, other than criticizing Donald Trump?" White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me in a statement. "President Trump has solved seven global conflicts in six months, and he has made extensive progress in ending the Russia-Ukraine War, which he inherited from our foolish previous president, Joe Biden." Some Trump allies believe that he will stand up to Putin, and that he is appropriately skeptical of the Russian leader. Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, for instance, invoked the Cold War when he posted on social media on Friday that he was "confident President Trump will walk away - like Reagan - if Putin insists on a bad deal."

Trump has been burned by Putin before. In recent months, the president has complained that Putin would tell him one thing in their phone calls and then act entirely differently on the battlefield. Trump reiterated that complaint to reporters yesterday at the White House. "I believe he wants to get it over with," Trump said of Putin. "Now, I've said that a few times, and I've been disappointed. Because I'd have a good call with him and then missiles would be lobbed into Kyiv or some other place, and you'd have 60 people laying on a road dying."

The summit was thrown together so quickly that, with days to go, U.S. officials are still scrambling to finalize the details. Trump yesterday characterized the summit as "a feel-out meeting," perhaps hinting that no final deal would be reached in Alaska. That was taken as a hopeful sign by some who are skeptical of having the summit at all. "The least-bad outcome is that the men would have an exchange of views, but that Trump would stay noncommittal and no deal would be reached. That would be okay, even perhaps a small first step," Richard Haass, who worked in three Republican administrations before leading the Council on Foreign Relations, told me. "The fear is that the president wants an agreement too much and will carry far too much of Moscow's water."

But if history is any indication, Putin might be able to use the summit to again curry Trump's favor. Several times in both his first and second terms, Trump followed up a meeting or call with Putin by repeating Kremlin talking points. Most infamously, this occurred during a 2018 summit with Putin in Helsinki, when I asked Trump if he believed U.S. intelligence agencies' conclusion that Russia had interfered in the 2016 U.S. election. And yesterday, after Putin had signaled his interest in the summit, Trump took a swipe at Zelensky, who has strenuously objected to giving any territory to Russia and has noted that the Ukrainian constitution requires that any cession of land must be done by national vote."I get along with Zelensky. But you know, I disagree with what he's done. Very, very severely disagree. This is a war that should have never happened," Trump told reporters in the White House briefing room. "I was a little bothered by the fact that Zelensky was saying, 'Well, I have to get constitutional approval.' I mean, he's got approval to go into war and kill everybody."

Tom Nichols: It was an ambush

Since his blow-up with Trump in the Oval Office in February and Washington's brief pause on intelligence sharing with Kyiv, Zelensky has tried to remain on Trump's good side, with some success. He managed to secure a positive one-on-one meeting with Trump on the sidelines of Pope Francis's funeral at the Vatican in late April. And he has refrained from criticizing the president by name when voicing reservations about U.S. policy toward Ukraine, including a weapons pause in June. Although he has expressed dismay at being excluded from the Alaska summit, Zelensky has not gone after Trump. "We understand Russia's intention to try to deceive America--we will not allow this," Zelensky said in an address to his nation on Sunday.

Originally, Trump agreed to the Putin summit under the condition that a second meeting would be held with both Putin and Zelensky. But the Kremlin balked at that plan, and Trump dropped it. Trump said yesterday that he would instead brief European leaders shortly after the summit, potentially even from Air Force One on the flight back to Washington. He also will partake in a virtual meeting with leaders, including Zelensky, this week before heading to Alaska.

Europe has watched the summit run-up warily. Several European nations have vowed to fortify Ukraine with weapons if the United States bows out of the conflict. Vice President J. D. Vance, one of the administration's loudest isolationist voices, this weekend declared, "We're done with the funding of the Ukraine war business" and said the United States would soon only be willing to sell arms to Europe to give to Ukraine. But Europe seems unlikely to be able to sustain the level of arms and intelligence that Ukraine would need to defend itself. And if Putin manages to secure a victory in Ukraine, he could soon look to expand his war aims elsewhere.

All of which heightens the stakes of the summit in Alaska. "Putin kept pushing Trump and eventually went further than Trump was willing to be pushed. He got mad, so Putin gave him this summit," Bolton told me. "Now he wants to work his KGB magic on Trump and get him back in line."
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Kari Lake's Attempt to Deport Her Own Employees

"Their time here is up," she said of J-1 visa holders who worked for Voice of America.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




After rushing to shut down the government-funded media outlets she was tapped to lead, Kari Lake has launched on a mission so strange that it is perhaps unprecedented: She is trying to force her own employees out of the country.

Lake has been making the rounds on right-wing media in recent weeks to pitch herself as a devoted enforcer of President Donald Trump's broader agenda. Her latest targets are J-1 visa holders who worked for Voice of America. Obscure to most Americans, they have attracted Lake's attention in part because they embody a trifecta of triggers for Trump's ire--they are federal employees, they are immigrants, and they are journalists.

And in Lake's telling--which distorts the facts in pursuit of a more provocative narrative--they are national-security threats worthy of the same kind of rough handling that Trump has encouraged for suspected Venezuelan gang members.

"Their time here is up. And I said before, if I have to go to the airport with them, and accompany them to the airport and get them on the flight, I will do that," Lake, a former journalist herself, told Eric Bolling of the right-wing TV channel Real America's Voice last month. Bolling responded by suggesting that the journalists could be sent to "Alligator Alcatraz," Florida's new massive migrant-detention center in the Everglades. Lake began to laugh before saying, "If you overstay your visa, ICE is going to find you. And they will find you in this case as well."

Eric Schlosser: 'We voted for retribution'

The Trump administration's anti-immigrant fervor has come to Voice of America, which for years has recruited journalists from all over the world to broadcast the American point of view globally. Some of those reporters face likely persecution or imprisonment if they are deported to their home nations after having worked for the United States government.

Since landing at the U.S. Agency for Global Media--the federal parent of Voice of America--in February, Lake has moved with speed to decimate VOA and independent broadcasters that receive government funding, including Radio Free Asia, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, and the Middle East Broadcasting Networks. Shortly after Trump's March 14 executive order to close down her agency, she placed almost all of VOA's staff on administrative leave, fired hundreds of contractors, and ended programming throughout much of the world.

For the first time since VOA was founded, in 1942, to counter Nazi propaganda during World War II, the network went dark in March. In some parts of the world, viewers wondered if the blank screens meant a coup had taken place in the U.S., Steve Herman, who recently retired from VOA after a 20-year career, told me.

In her public comments, Lake has described Voice of America--once hailed bipartisanly as a prime example of U.S. soft power--as "rotten to the core" and "a serious threat to our national security." Its destruction has been so swift and debilitating that few of the former VOA journalists and executives I spoke with think it can ever recover the level of international influence it once had. Today, only a few dozen people work at the agency, down from more than 1,300 before Trump retook office. VOA has downsized from broadcasting in almost 50 languages to just a handful. During the escalating conflict between Israel and Iran in June, which culminated in U.S. strikes against Iranian nuclear facilities, VOA had to ask dozens of staffers to return to work and restart the Persian news division's broadcasts.

The sudden downfall of VOA will have long-term and unknown impact on America's foreign policy, yet it has had more immediate consequences for dozens of J-1 visa holders who had worked as translators and broadcasters in languages including Mandarin, Indonesian, and Bangla. As a condition of their visas, they had to remain employed by the U.S. Agency for Global Media, or depart the U.S. within 30 days.

Some have already left. Others are making asylum claims. A few quickly got married or began considering enrolling in school to avoid being sent back to countries where they may not be welcome.

Their plight showcases how Trump's mass-deportation agenda has morphed beyond its original contours. Although the president campaigned on a pledge to deport "the worst of the worst"--the gang members and criminals Trump has claimed foreign governments purposefully sent to infiltrate America's southern border--Lake is targeting multilingual professionals who had been actively recruited by the U.S. to help counter propaganda from hostile nations.

"In many ways, they're exactly the people you want," Chase Untermeyer, who served as VOA's director under President George H. W. Bush, told me. By sending them out of the country, the U.S. is giving space to governments in China, North Korea, and Iran to fill the void on the global information battlefield, he said. "It's extraordinarily short-sighted and seen in the context of so much else of what the administration has been doing to eliminate foreign aid and reduce the State Department."

For years, VOA relied on the J-1 visa program, a cultural-exchange initiative that brings 300,000 foreigners--including au pairs and visiting medical doctors--to the U.S. annually. After spending up to three years reporting in the United States, many VOA journalists on J-1 visas have been able to pursue a green card and eventually become citizens.

That was the path Sabir Mustafa thought he was on after working for more than a year as the managing editor for VOA Bangla, the U.S. public broadcaster for Bangladesh. But on March 6, as he was working at the Washington, D.C., headquarters, he was given a letter that said the agency had determined that his role was "not a national security or mission critical position." He was being terminated immediately, the letter said. He was asked to hand over his badge and was escorted out of the building by security. A few months short of completing his two-year probationary period, he had little recourse to try to keep his job, he told me.

Tom Nichols: They're cheering for Trump in Moscow--again

Because he was on a J-1 visa, his termination started a 30-day countdown in which he would need to settle his affairs in the U.S. and leave the country. If he overstayed his visa, he faced the prospect of being accosted by masked officers from Immigration and Customs Enforcement, who around the same time had begun snatching foreign students off the street and flying migrants suspected of gang affiliation to an El Salvador megaprison.

"You either leave within those 30 days, or you are in violation of the law," Mustafa told me. "And nobody wants to be in violation of the law."

He knew that he had to leave, and unlike some of his colleagues, he's a citizen of a stable, safe country that happens to be a U.S. ally: the United Kingdom. He quickly began selling his furniture, paid to break his lease, and boarded a U.S.-funded flight back to London exactly 30 days after receiving his termination letter. Mustafa said his decision to leave was an easy one, but that was not the case for others. WhatsApp and Signal groups sprung up in which hundreds of VOA journalists offered resources and support to their J-1 colleagues, and the group hired an immigration lawyer to help.

Those with pending asylum applications have tried to keep a low profile. A representative for them declined to be interviewed for this article, hoping to avoid the political spotlight that Lake has been actively pursuing. But press-freedom organizations and former VOA directors are speaking up on behalf of these journalists, noting that several foreign reporters have been imprisoned abroad after working for U.S.-funded outlets.

"Protecting these journalists from the risk of deportation is a moral obligation and demonstrates a commitment to democratic values and a free press," the Committee to Protect Journalists told me in a statement.

Last month, Lake shut down the J-1 visa program at VOA, attempting to cast it as a loophole through which foreign spies and other bad actors from "hostile" nations have been allowed to enter the country. Critics have long suggested that the J-1 exchange program is inappropriate for professional journalists, who instead should be using the I-1 visa program, which is specifically for foreign media. Lake has offered little evidence to back up her espionage accusations, though opponents of the agency seized on news last year that an alleged Russian spy posing as a freelance journalist had reported for VOA. The man was based in Poland and was not on a J-1 visa.

Some supporters of VOA have agreed that changes and reforms were overdue at the broadcaster--including more effective vetting of employees--but few expected that it would so quickly be declared irredeemable.

Even Lake, who lost elections for Arizona governor and the U.S. Senate in 2022 and 2024, respectively, did not initially give any indication that she would try to shut down the agency she had been tapped to oversee.

"We are fighting an information war, and there's no better weapon than the truth, and I believe VOA could be that weapon," she said in a February 21 speech at the Conservative Political Action Conference. "Some people have suggested shutting it down. And with all the corruption, I totally get it, I do--all the corruption we're seeing. But I believe it's worth trying to save."

Lake and the U.S. Agency for Global Media did not respond to my requests for comment.

VOA's ultimate fate is in the hands of judges who are weighing multiple lawsuits challenging Lake's authority to close the congressionally funded broadcaster. VOA's director, Michael Abramowitz, filed legal documents last week claiming Lake had illegally tried to oust him from his role. As those cases play out in court, hundreds of VOA journalists remain on paid administrative leave. Meanwhile, Lake has been appearing on other networks to portray J-1 visa holders as "spies" who are inherently dangerous because some of them come from nations that are U.S. adversaries.

"That sort of rhetoric--it's utter nonsense," Herman, a former White House bureau chief at VOA, told me. "To perceive these people as a national-security threat is just ridiculous. In fact, it can be argued that those responsible for dismantling the Voice of America have harmed America's national security by taking away one of our most powerful instruments of public diplomacy and soft power."

In a previous era, someone like Rio Tuasikal might be seen as evidence of the success of that kind of diplomacy.

Born in Indonesia, Tuasikal grew up watching a weekly VOA lifestyle show called Dunia Kita, an Indonesian analogue of CBS Sunday Morning that highlights American culture. The show and other VOA programming helped him see a more textured version of America than what was presented in Hollywood action films, he told me.

He said the Indonesian-born VOA journalist Patsy Widakuswara was his "role model," and that watching her on television inspired him to come to the States on a J-1 visa and work as a journalist. (Widakuswara, who later became a U.S. citizen and the broadcaster's White House bureau chief, is a lead plaintiff in one of the lawsuits challenging Lake. The case remains pending.)

Chris Feliciano Arnold: Naturalized citizens are scared

Tuasikal had been working as a reporter for VOA's Indonesian service in February when he was handed a letter similar to the one Mustafa would later receive. It did not dawn on him until after he was escorted from the building that the termination meant he would have to leave the country in a matter of weeks. He had been in the early stages of applying for a green card.

He spoke with an immigration lawyer to see what options he might have for staying. None of the prospects seemed very promising, he told me.

"She asked me, 'Do you have a possible good case for asylum?' And I said, 'Well, I'm gay, and homosexuality is criminalized in Indonesia,'" he told me, referring to the country's ban on same-sex marriage.

But ultimately, with only a few days to make the decision, he opted to return to Jakarta, figuring that attempting to stay in a country that had told him he was no longer "mission critical" was not worth it.

Whereas VOA was once viewed as a diplomatic effort to cast the U.S. as a more appealing place in the eyes of foreigners, Lake's campaign against J-1 visa holders is part of a broader push that is having the opposite effect.

International tourism to the United States is down significantly this year, the number of foreign students planning to enroll at American universities this fall has dropped precipitously, and fear of arbitrary deportation has gripped longtime U.S. residents who lack legal documents.

The fact that journalists for VOA, who were invited to work for the U.S. government, have been caught up in Trump's deportation machine is likely to have a further chilling effect.

Mustafa, who told me he continues to be "shocked" by how quickly his fortunes changed after agreeing to work at VOA, said he advises anyone coming to the U.S. to think short-term and "have a backup plan."

"I made the mistake of planning long-term," he told me. "I bought the furniture. I shouldn't have bought the furniture."
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Donald Trump Doesn't Really Care About Crime

<span>His plans for Washington, D.C., are a warning to us all.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Donald Trump is famously reluctant to commit troops abroad but salivates at the prospect of using them against Americans at home. That is the context in which one must understand his takeover of the Washington, D.C., police force; his deployment of the National Guard; and his threats to occupy other cities.

Trump claims that he is acting to quell a spike in violent crime. And although he might very well feel sincere concern about crime, this does not explain his actions any more than concern about fentanyl smuggling (which he no doubt also genuinely opposes) motivates his trade restrictions against Canada.

The most obvious reason for skepticism about Trump's desire to fight crime is that he is the most pro-criminal president in American history. He has treated laws as suggestions throughout his career, beginning with his defiance of Justice Department orders that he and his father stop discriminating against Black prospective tenants. Trump is a felon who has surrounded himself with criminals and promiscuously extended clemency to criminals who support him.

When Trump talks about "criminals," he doesn't mean people who violate the law, or even people who violate the narrower and more serious set of laws against violence. (One of the first acts of his second term was a blanket pardon of violent criminals convicted of assaulting police officers on January 6, 2021. He even appointed to the Justice Department one of the instigators of the violence.) Trump's idea of criminality excludes himself and his supporters; includes noncriminal states of being, such as homelessness; and focuses heavily on categories of street crime that he seems to associate with Black people.

Even by this skewed definition of crime, however, Trump's D.C. takeover makes little sense. His executive order announcing a state of emergency claims that crime is "rising" and "out of control," but in reality, it has been falling since its post-pandemic spike two years ago. His defenders might correctly respond that crime remains too high. But imagine if Trump were declaring an emergency on the slightly more honest basis that crime in Washington was not falling quickly enough for his tastes. What would be left of the concept of an emergency?

Serious policy experts, some of them conservative, have proposed solutions to bring down crime levels in Washington. The most straightforward remedy is to fill vacancies in the city's courts to speed up the processing of criminal cases. At Trump's press conference, the Fox News host turned (God help us) U.S. Attorney Jeanine Pirro denounced the District of Columbia's laws restricting sentencing for juvenile offenders. That's a reasonable complaint, but one that could be addressed by legislation, not by putting troops on the streets.

Gilad Edelman: Just don't call her unqualified

Trump's plan bears little resemblance to any of these remedies. His big idea is to flood the streets with troops. Yet the president himself does not appear committed to the belief that this will solve crime. In his press conference, Trump said that, by his reckoning, Washington already has more than enough police officers (3,500) to deter criminals. If that's true, why would adding more bodies--specifically, members of the military who lack training in law enforcement--improve the situation? Nothing about this proposal makes sense.

The fact that Trump has proposed something illogical does not automatically imply that he is concealing a hidden motive. Anonymous White House sources assured Politico that the president is acting out of revulsion at scenes of crime and disorder that he has spotted while driving around town, and that might be true.

But the obvious reality is that Trump has consistently and openly displayed a lust to use the power of the state against his political enemies. During his first term, he constantly described protesters as an unruly mob. He did this well before the George Floyd demonstrations, which did include pockets of vandalism and violence. He raged at the leaders of the military for failing to carry out his orders to have troops shoot protesters. More recently, before staging his June birthday parade, he warned, "If there's any protester that wants to come out, they will be met with very big force," making no distinction between violent and peaceful protests.

At the press conference, Trump appeared with Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and Attorney General Pam Bondi, both of whom have followed the second-term Trump mandate to place personal loyalty to the president above all other considerations. Hegseth's worldview, judging by his written output, is predicated on erasing the difference between foreign enemies and domestic critics. The Justice Department has lately been leaking splashy investigations of various Trump critics who obviously did nothing illegal.

Activists on the post-liberal right, who yearn for Trump to use state power to crush their opponents, have barely disguised their glee. "Trump has the opportunity to do a Bukele-style crackdown on DC crime," Chris Rufo, a conservative activist who has influenced the administration, wrote on X. "Big test: Can he reduce crime faster than the Left advances a counternarrative about 'authoritarianism'? If yes, he wins. Speed matters."

Note that Rufo is putting authoritarianism in scare quotes while holding up as a model Nayib Bukele, the thuggish president of El Salvador whose gulag-style prison employs torture, and who just recently smashed a constitutional term limit that represented one of the few remaining checks on his power. Bukele no doubt dislikes crime. But he has also used crime as a wedge to delegitimize all opposition. Rufo's invocation of him as an aspirational archetype is revealing.

This morning, Trump depicted the Washington deployment as essential to securing the nation's capital, which hosts important foreign and domestic visitors. (He did not even claim to care about the needs of the city's residents.) He proceeded to mention, almost casually, that he would like to follow the occupation of Washington with similar action in a host of other cities. It should be abundantly clear that his stated motives do not align with his actual ones. His plans for Washington, D.C., are a warning to us all.
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Trump's Farcical D.C. Crackdown

His law-enforcement surge is a show of weakness, not power.

by Quinta Jurecic




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

In the summer of 2020, as demonstrators gathered in Washington, D.C., to protest against the murder of George Floyd, President Donald Trump directed the National Guard and officers from various federal law-enforcement agencies to patrol the streets of the nation's capital. The results were a disaster from the perspective of crowd control but a delight to a wannabe authoritarian obsessed with good TV: Troops and police buzzed peaceful protesters with a helicopter and fired pepper balls at them as Trump walked across Lafayette Square for a photo shoot.

Now, five years later, Trump has once again decided to impose his idea of law and order upon Washington. This time, however, the city is quiet, and he's not responding to any protests. He's sending in the troops because he can--because D.C., as a federal enclave with few protections from presidential overreach, makes for a uniquely soft target. This ostensible show of strength is more like an admission of weakness. It is the behavior of a bully: very bad for the people it touches, but not a likely prelude to full authoritarian takeover.

The inciting incident for this particular round of repression was the attempted carjacking last week of Edward Coristine, better known as Big Balls, a 19-year-old member of Elon Musk's DOGE inner circle. This sent Trump into a frenzy. "Crime in Washington, D.C., is totally out of control," he wrote on Truth Social. "I am going to exert my powers, and FEDERALIZE this City."

One could raise a few objections to this. First, violent crime in the District, including carjackings, has declined dramatically from its post-pandemic highs to the lowest rate in 30 years. Second, if Trump is deeply concerned about safety in D.C., why did his Department of Homeland Security slash federal security funding for the city almost in half in recent months? (Why, for that matter, did he refuse for hours to deploy the National Guard on January 6, 2021, when a violent mob assaulted law-enforcement officers?) And third, the president cannot unilaterally "federalize" the city. D.C. is under the direct authority of the federal government, but the Home Rule Act of 1973 provides the city with significant control over its own affairs--something that can be removed only by an act of Congress.

What Trump can do, and what he announced he would do in a press conference this morning, is direct the D.C. National Guard onto the streets of the city, along with a variety of federal agencies that the president listed off in a bored, singsong tone ("FBI, ATF, DEA, Park Police, the U.S. Marshals Service, Secret Service, Department of Homeland Security ..."). He also declared his intention to take control of D.C.'s Metropolitan Police Department under a never-before-used provision of the Home Rule Act that allows the president to direct local police for up to 30 days given "special conditions of an emergency nature." Congress can extend the authorization, but Senate Republicans might well have to surmount a Democratic filibuster to do so. Whether Trump's use of the statute can be challenged in court is unclear.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump is exploiting D.C.'s lack of statehood

The idea of armed officers under presidential control patrolling the streets of a free city is not a reassuring one. So far, however, the surge in law enforcement--which began a few days ago, before this morning's announcement--appears mostly farcical. Footage from WUSA9, a local news station, showed a pack of Drug Enforcement Administration agents lumbering awkwardly along the Mall in bulletproof vests as joggers streaked past. (For those unfamiliar with D.C., the Mall--a green expanse frequented by tourists and ice-cream trucks--is not exactly a hotbed of crime, especially on a sunny summer morning.) Near my quiet neighborhood in D.C.'s Northwest quadrant, federal officers have been patrolling a tiny park whose chief menace, in my experience, has been the occasional abandoned chicken bone scarfed down by my dog. Over the weekend, I watched a Secret Service car drive slowly in circles around my block. At first I assumed that the agents had gotten lost.

Trump is fresh off his deployment of National Guard troops to Los Angeles, which he launched with great fanfare in June to intimidate anti-ICE protesters, then quietly withdrew weeks later after grinding down the Guard's morale with what some service members described to The New York Times as a "fake mission." On the surface, deploying the Guard and federal law enforcement to D.C., and taking control of its entire police force, is an escalation of this project. In a deeper sense, however, it's an admission of weakness. D.C.'s unique legal status means that Trump can personally direct the city's National Guard, and even its police, with far fewer restrictions than he faced in Los Angeles. The same day that Trump announced his crackdown on the capital, a federal judge in San Francisco began a three-day trial over the legality of the Los Angeles deployment, in response to a lawsuit filed by California Governor Gavin Newsom.

The District, which is both heavily Democratic and plurality Black, has long served as a useful boogeyman in the Republican imaginary. During Trump's press conference, he rambled about crime in not only D.C. but also Baltimore, Chicago, and Oakland, and appeared to suggest in one confusing moment that he was going to get rid of cashless bail in Chicago. (The president cannot do this.) These cities, like D.C., all have Black mayors and significant Black populations--and, for that matter, falling crime rates--but, unlike the capital, they are protected by blue-state governments with significant authority to push back against the president.

The good news, such as it is, is that Trump's latest seizure of power is probably not the prelude to an autogolpe. The bad news is that, nine years into the Trump era, this sort of thing has become much more familiar: the president identifying a loophole in the law that allows him to wield force with little constraint. To the extent that his D.C. crackdown is real, those who will suffer the most are those who are already vulnerable, especially people living on the streets, whom Trump has declared are no longer welcome in the city. As Trump's rhetoric heated up last week, the D.C. attorney general, Brian Schwalb, sent out a notice warning local hospitals to expect a surge of patients should law enforcement begin clearing homeless encampments.

After the 2020 National Guard deployment to D.C., congressional Democrats briefly rallied around the idea of finally granting the District statehood. After January 6, they pushed for legislation that would secure mayoral control over the Guard. Neither initiative went anywhere. Any future effort to patch up American democracy should understand that securing D.C.'s autonomy is part of the necessary work of limiting the tools available to malicious interference.
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Trump Invites Putin to Set Foot in America

The <em>Art of the Deal</em> president hopes he can broker peace.

by Vivian Salama, Michael Scherer, Jonathan Lemire




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Vladimir Putin is coming to America, despite the international warrant for the Russian president's arrest, despite his years of hostile threats against NATO, and despite him showing no remorse for his invasion of a sovereign nation.

None of that matters to President Donald Trump, who announced Friday night that he would meet the globally shunned leader this Friday in Alaska. What does matter to Trump is that he may be able to stop the bloodshed in Ukraine, the worst European conflict since World War II, fulfilling one of his biggest campaign promises.

Many of Washington's European allies, Ukraine included, now worry that the Art of the Deal president could propose a solution to this conflict that makes concessions to the aggressor, including and especially a redrawing of Ukraine's borders, when he sits with Putin. Putin has made no commitments to cede territory or scale back Russia's aggressive military campaign, and he has long claimed that Ukraine does not exist. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, in a video message yesterday, angrily condemned the notion that Trump and Putin alone could decide Ukraine's future. "Any decisions made against us, any decisions made without Ukraine, are at the same time decisions against peace," he said.

Trump, who has grown frustrated in recent weeks with Putin's lack of enthusiasm for compromise, had set a deadline for Russia to come to the negotiating table or risk increased tariffs and other punitive measures. He even threatened to move nuclear-armed submarines closer to Russia, and vowed to punish India--one of the largest buyers of Russian oil--for helping bankroll Moscow's energy sector.

Trump had promised to end the conflict before even setting foot inside the White House. As months passed with no deal, Trump finally came to believe that Putin was to blame.

But signs that an end to hostilities between Ukraine and Russia was remotely plausible came the day after Trump's envoy to the Middle East (and beyond), Steve Witkoff, returned early this month from Israel. Through back-channel discussions with a close Putin ally, Witkoff--the real-estate executive who, like Trump, is more dealmaker than diplomat--received word of the Russian leader's new willingness to discuss ways to end the fighting.

Witkoff had reason to believe that talks were in the making, but he did not want to discuss the details over the phone, according to two people who spoke on the condition of anonymity because the discussions weren't public. After giving his pilot a night off in Miami, Witkoff shuttled back to Washington to brief Trump, Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles on what he had learned, before heading to Moscow last week to get a face-to-face guarantee from Putin that he would attend an in-person meeting in good faith. "We are not going to send Donald Trump there if it's not perfect," a top Trump adviser told us. By Wednesday, Trump and Witkoff looped in European allies, including Zelensky, on Witkoff's meeting and their plans to get Trump and Putin in a room together.

Read: Trump's real secretary of state

Trump is open to including Zelensky in the Alaska talks this week, a White House official told us. But for now, at Putin's request, the Ukrainian leader has not received an invite. "The President hopes to meet with Putin and Zelensky in the future to finally bring this conflict to an end," White House deputy press secretary Anna Kelly told us in a statement.

Zelensky's resistance risks provoking the ire of Trump, who often hails himself as a peacemaker in a world that, in his telling, had plunged into warfare and chaos during Joe Biden's presidency. There is real worry in Kyiv and Europe about the deal Trump may strike, especially as public opinion about U.S. assistance to Ukraine continues to sour, particularly among Republicans. At most, European and U.S. officials believe that Trump may walk away with some flimsy guarantees to freeze the conflict--meaning that Ukrainian territory captured by Russia since February 2022 will stay in Russian hands.

That, according to Zelensky, is a nonstarter.

Trump has disliked Zelensky dating back to their "perfect call" in 2019 that ultimately led to his first impeachment, and he views Ukraine as undeserving of U.S. support. Trump also remains skeptical of the traditional transatlantic alliances prized by his predecessors, and he routinely calls out Europe for failing to share more of the burden regarding NATO's collective-defense agreement.

Trump's skepticism of Ukraine was shaped even before he became president, when, in the thick of the 2016 election, the country's anti-corruption agency released information alleging payments to his campaign manager at the time, Paul Manafort. In White House meetings and talks with foreign leaders during his first term, Trump repeatedly described Ukraine as "totally corrupt" and full of "terrible people." Trump has even repeated Kremlin talking points that Ukraine is to blame for the war.

Trump has long believed that he and Putin share a special rapport. Allies say he felt that the two survived the "Russia, Russia, Russia hoax" together, and that Putin would respect his historic political comeback. Trump has been deferential to his Russian counterpart, fueling speculation about the true nature of their relationship in global capitals since his first term in office.

At their introductory meeting in Germany, in 2017, Putin urged Trump to recognize Russia's claim of sovereignty over part of Ukraine, citing links dating to an 11th-century political federation located in modern-day Ukraine, Belarus, and part of Russia. Former officials with direct knowledge of the meeting said that Trump listened intently to Putin's soft-spoken argument against Ukrainian sovereignty.

But Putin, a shrewd former Russian-intelligence officer, has never quite returned the affection. He openly admitted, when asked during the leaders' 2018 Helsinki summit, that he had hoped Trump would win the election two years prior, although he never owned up to interfering in the contest on the Republican candidate's behalf. He has been at times cool to Trump in recent months, including being slow to congratulate him on his election.

Read: How Putin humiliated Trump

Administration officials like to note the state of play when Trump took office the second time, emphasizing how much the U.S.-Russia relationship has deteriorated since February 2022, as Putin has been isolated from much of the Western world, particularly after the International Criminal Court issued a warrant for his arrest in connection with the war in Ukraine (the U.S. is not a party to the Rome Statute of the ICC). Witkoff, officials say, has largely been responsible for restoring those direct lines--something you want intact when dealing with two of the world's biggest nuclear powers. Witkoff "speaks directly for the president," one person said. "Trump is a chameleon, but when it comes to Witkoff, the two are in lockstep."

Trump has many people he calls friends, but few like Witkoff; the men have the same background in New York real estate, and Witkoff made a point of not abandoning the president during his months of political exile after he left office, in 2021.

A person familiar with the White House discussions said the members of the small senior national-security team supporting Trump all bring different perspectives to the peace talks. Vance has long been a skeptic of U.S. involvement in Ukraine. Rubio has taken a more hawkish approach to Russia. Witkoff and Trump consider themselves dealmakers, often speaking with each other in front of the others in a language the others don't speak, the person said. Still, Trump came into office believing that he could quickly deliver a cease-fire. For months, he generally sided with Moscow in its war against Ukraine, absolving Russia for having started the conflict and threatening to abandon Kyiv as it mounted a desperate defense. He upbraided Zelensky in the Oval Office in February, and briefly stopped sharing intelligence with Ukraine. He believed that he could, in addition to working with his Russian counterpart to end the war, reset relations and forge new economic ties between the two countries. He even envisioned a grand summit to announce a peace deal.

But Putin rejected repeated American calls to stop his attacks. And Trump, in recent months, began to take that personally, complaining privately to advisers--and then eventually in public--that Putin would tell him one thing in their phone calls (that he was committed to peace) and then act entirely differently afterward (by bombing Ukraine).

Putin only ratcheted up his attacks as the weather warmed and Russia began a renewed summer offensive. Some aides close to Trump came to believe that Putin would signal a willingness to negotiate--including agreeing to some low-level meetings with the Ukrainians in Turkey this spring--in order to buy time to continue his offensive.

Trump's recent sanctions threat played a role in pushing Putin back toward negotiations, aides believe. The president imposed some steep secondary sanctions on India but held off on punishing other nations that do business with Moscow--namely China--and he did not sanction Russia directly by Friday's deadline, giving Putin more time to negotiate.

Read: Is Trump falling out of love with Putin?

Still, the president had remained intrigued by the thought of a summit's made-for-TV spectacle. When the idea resurfaced last week, Trump first said that he wanted an initial meeting with Putin, followed by a second one that included Zelensky. But the Kremlin balked at the subsequent summit, not wanting to legitimize Zelensky by putting him opposite Putin (Trump later said that Zelenky's eventual inclusion would not be a deal-breaker). White House aides are leery of dispatching Trump to meet with Putin without any guarantee of a deliverable goal--specifically, a cease-fire or, at minimum, a real step toward the cessation of hostilities. U.S. and European officials were still gauging whether Russia was serious about curtailing the fighting or simply buying time for more attacks to strengthen its position for future negotiations. And though Trump believes his own personal negotiating skills could sway Putin, it is not clear that Russia would offer an agreement acceptable to Zelensky.

Trump has long argued that it is always better to talk, regardless of who it is with, and he has especially emphasized that dialogue between nuclear-armed states, such as the U.S. and Russia, is imperative. He's been known to walk away from splashy summits when talks go awry, as he did in 2019 when he abruptly ended his Vietnam meeting with North Korean Chairman Kim Jong Un. He canceled a highly controversial Camp David meeting with the Taliban before it ever took place. But five days is also a long time in Trump's America, and these fragile efforts to get Trump and Putin in the same Alaskan meeting room could easily hit barriers before the delegations board their flights.
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Trump's Unforgivable Sin

Voters have proved willing to tolerate corruption, but there's one thing they won't ignore.

by Peter Wehner, Robert P. Beschel Jr.




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

Tens of millions of Americans voted for President Donald Trump in the belief that he would be competent. They might not have been thrilled that Trump is a convicted felon, or pleased with his role in the violent attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Many worried that he posed a threat to democracy. But enough were willing to overlook all that, because they convinced themselves that Trump would be an effective chief executive, that under his stewardship their lives would get better and the country would prosper.

A survey from the Democratic pollsters Douglas Schoen and Carly Cooperman, conducted shortly after the election, helps illustrate the point. By an 11-point margin, independents said they would be less confident that the Trump administration would share accurate information compared with the Biden administration. Yet, by a 10-point margin, those same voters said that they thought the Trump administration would be more effective at getting things done.

"Ultimately, our postelection poll makes clear that voters prioritized perceived effectiveness rather than upholding democracy this election," Schoen and Cooperman wrote, "and while they are deeply skeptical towards our institutions generally, they are cautiously optimistic that the incoming administration will be effective at providing real-world solutions."

Read: Trump loudly insists that he's incompetent

A little more than half a year into Trump's second term, however, the public's confidence in his skill as a chief executive is shattering. In a recent AP/NORC poll, only about one-quarter of U.S. adults said that Trump's policies have helped them. Roughly half report that Trump's policies have "done more to hurt" them, and about two in 10 say his policies have "not made a difference" in their lives. Remarkably, Trump failed to earn majority approval on any of the issues in the poll, including the economy, immigration, and cutting government spending.

As a result, a politically toxic impression is hardening. Trump's approval rating in the most recent Gallup poll is 37 percent, the lowest of this term and only slightly higher than his all-time low of 34 percent, at the end of his first term. (Among independents, Trump's approval rating is down to 29 percent.) Americans already understood Trump to be corrupt, and proved themselves willing to tolerate that. But now they are coming to believe that he is inept. In American politics, that is an unforgivable sin.

On the economic front, Trump's tariff increases--announced and then altered, often without rhyme or reason--are only now beginning to percolate through the economy, and the steepest hikes haven't yet kicked in. The economy appears to be slowing down. Consumer prices are up 2.6 percent from a year earlier, which is keeping the Federal Reserve from cutting interest rates despite intense pressure from Trump. The jobs report for July showed a gain of only 73,000, a sign that the labor market is weakening. Perhaps more significant, the Bureau of Labor Statistics revised the jobs totals from May and June downward by more than a quarter of a million. Unemployment ticked up to 4.2 percent. Consumer spending is well below what it was last year. More than half of all Americans say the cost of groceries is a "major" source of stress in their life right now. Many industries are postponing hiring, and the national hiring rate is near its lowest level in a decade. Customers appear to be holding off on large, long-term purchases. The Budget Lab at Yale University calculates that the American consumer is dealing with an average effective tariff rate of 18.3 percent, the highest since 1934, and it estimates that price increases will cost each household $2,400 on average this year. General Motors reported last month that Trump's tariffs have cost the company more than $1 billion. And the president of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, said in a statement that Trump's latest tariffs "would disrupt essential transatlantic supply chains, to the detriment of businesses, consumers and patients on both sides of the Atlantic."

The Trump administration is betting that the president's tariffs will not be inflationary, will generate massive revenue flows that significantly reduce the deficit, and will lead to a renaissance in American manufacturing and investment. If it's right, Trump will reap the political benefits. But we believe the administration to be dead wrong, and that this will become painfully obvious to ordinary Americans in the months and years ahead.

The economy isn't the only place where Trump's policies will hurt rather than help. Estimates predict that the number of Americans without health insurance will increase by more than 10 million in less than a decade, with particularly devastating impacts for vulnerable rural populations. Eliminating a quarter of the IRS workforce may well undermine tax collection and increase the wait time for Americans to receive refunds. Slashing the Social Security Administration, which is serving more people than ever before, with the fewest workers in half a century, will increase wait times for those needing help. It will lead to field-office closures that will hit seniors in rural communities the hardest and may well delay the processing of retirement, disability, and survivor benefits. A 70-year-old retiree in Indiana told The Guardian, "For the first time in my life, my wife and I are stressed out and worried if I will get my payment and if it will be on time."

The Trump administration has devastated the National Institutes of Health, one of the world's foremost medical-research centers and the biggest sponsor of biomedical research in the world. Nearly 2,500 grants have been ended or delayed, disrupting vital medical research, reducing the pool of available researchers, and compromising public health and disease prevention.

"The country is going to be mourning the loss of this enterprise for decades," Harold Varmus, a Nobel Prize-winning cancer biologist who served as the director of the NIH from 1993 to 1999, told The New York Times. (There are signs that some Republicans in Congress are finally stirring from their slumber and might be ready to push back against what the Trump administration is trying to do, though the administration may attempt to thwart their will by ignoring appropriations or setting up a fight over impoundment or trying more rescission.)

Massive cuts to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, resulting in the loss of some of the weather service's most experienced leaders and impeding the collection of data that are essential for accurate and timely weather forecasting, will place Americans at greater risk of experiencing extreme-weather events.

As The Atlantic's David A. Graham has written, the Federal Emergency Management Agency is in disarray, headed by a person who is clearly out of his depth. Trump wants FEMA eliminated by the end of the year. It has already lost about a third of its permanent workforce, and its program dedicated to helping communities prepare for natural disasters such as floods and fires has been canceled. FEMA is hardly a model federal program; a slew of changes could make it better. The problem is that the Trump administration has no plan to pick up the slack in a post-FEMA world, and states and municipalities will be hard-pressed to do so.

David A. Graham: FEMA is not prepared

In the immediate aftermath of the recent Texas floods, FEMA's earlier decision to lay off hundreds of call-center contractors resulted in thousands of unanswered calls for recovery assistance. (The administration dismissed reports about this as "fake news.") FEMA didn't deploy to St. Louis for several weeks after a tornado destroyed parts of the city, leaving people unable to apply for even basic payments for fresh food and medicine, let alone get help addressing uninsured losses from the natural disaster.

The Trump administration is also decimating anti-corruption efforts within the federal government. It announced earlier this year that the landmark 1977 Foreign Corrupt Practices Act would no longer be enforced. It also announced the termination of two Justice Department programs designed to seize and return foreign assets from kleptocrats and oligarchs close to Russian President Vladimir Putin. And it has fired or demoted 20 inspectors general and acting inspectors general, who are ferreting out waste, fraud, and abuse within the government.

As lifelong conservatives, we are completely on board when it comes to insisting on accountability in government programs; increasing their efficiency; and, in some instances, reorganizing them, downsizing them, and even eliminating them. The problem is the thoughtless and reckless way in which the Trump administration is going about this--all while passing a "big, beautiful bill" that will add a staggering $3 trillion to the national debt.

Trump has surrounded himself with nihilists, people waving around a chain saw onstage like a madman and boasting that career civil servants should be viewed "as the villains." Trump's director of the Office of Management and Budget, Russell Vought, said in 2023: "We want to put them in trauma."

So Democrats have a lot to work with. On an almost-daily basis, Trump is discrediting his own leadership; that gives Democrats the opportunity to highlight, with laser-like focus, his failure to deliver on his own promises. In doing so, Democrats need to present themselves not as the party of government but rather as the party of reform, as disrupters of the status quo on behalf of the common good. We believe they must tell voters that in all sorts of ways--the economy, health and health care, disaster relief--Trump is making their lives worse, not better. He and his administration are amateurs, inept and in over their head. They are entertainers and grifters, shock jocks and freaks. Whatever talents they may possess, mastery of governing is not one of them.

Perhaps most important, the incompetence argument needs to be humanized. Democrats need compelling, empathy-evoking narratives pointing to the harm being done to ordinary people by the enormous ineptitude of Trump and his enablers. For example, Democrats could tell the story, as former NIH Director Francis Collins has done, of the woman in her early 40s, afflicted with Stage 4 colorectal cancer, who was on the path to an immunotherapy clinical trial that might have saved her life, until cuts to the NIH caused a devastating delay; or of the children afflicted with rare diseases whose lives may be affected because advances in gene editing have been stopped in their tracks; or of the families who are seeing their hopes for breakthroughs in Alzheimer's disease potentially dashed. They could talk about the role that Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who has spread anti-vaccine conspiracy theories, is playing in the worst outbreak of measles in decades. Or about his decision to cancel nearly $500 million in grants and contracts for developing mRNA vaccines, which have been responsible for saving millions of lives from COVID and were considered the most exciting new opportunity in cancer immunotherapy. They could also explain why the Trump administration isn't prepared for a bird-flu pandemic, should one happen.

Read: Bird flu is a national embarrassment

Democrats could tell the story of how farmers in places such as western Iowa are struggling as tariffs increase their costs at home--for machinery, fertilizer, herbicides, and feed--while limiting their access to international markets.

Democrats could show how workforce raids by ICE agents with battering rams are in the process of destroying Glenn Valley Foods in Omaha, which had been one of the fastest-growing meatpacking companies in the Midwest. According to The New York Times, "In a matter of weeks, production had plummeted by almost 70 percent. Most of the work force was gone. Half of the maintenance crew was in the process of being deported, the director of human resources had stopped coming to work, and more than 50 employees were being held at a detention facility in rural Nebraska."

Thanks to the reporting of Nick Kristof at The New York Times, Democrats could talk about the babies such as Gbessey, who lived in a village in Liberia and died of malaria because the Trump administration shut down USAID, which meant health workers had no malaria medicine to offer the child; and how Gbessey's younger sibling, Osman, also became seriously ill with malaria. They could tell of children orphaned by AIDS dying in South Sudan because the community-health workers who had brought them medicine have been laid off. (A recent study in The Lancet projected that the defunding of USAID could lead to 14 million deaths by the end of the decade.)

These examples are but the beginning; Trump, after all, has more than 1,200 days left in office. There is no evidence that he's going to get more competent or more compassionate, and plenty of evidence to the contrary. The challenge for Democrats will be to keep up with the cascading horror stories and to tell them in compelling and sensitive ways, conveying the devasting effects of the Trump administration's across-the-board mistakes.

IN THE GREAT GATSBY, F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote about Tom and Daisy Buchanan, the aristocratic couple who exemplify the moral corruption of the wealthy.

"They were careless people, Tom and Daisy," Fitzgerald wrote. "They smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made."

From the March 2023 issue: A new way to read Gatsby

Trump is smashing up things on a scale that is almost unimaginable, and he seems completely untroubled by the daily hardships and widespread suffering he is leaving behind. And the president is hardly done. The pain and the body count will rise, and rise, and rise. It will be left to others to clean up the mess he has made. Some of the damage may be repaired with time; some will be irreparable. Democrats should say so. It's their best path to defeating his movement, which is the only way for the healing to begin.
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The Texas GOP's Disturbing Request for the FBI

If the agency helps Republicans enact a partisan redistricting plan, democracy will be under threat.

by Paul Rosenzweig




We are about to find out, in real time, whether the Federal Bureau of Investigation remains a neutral law-enforcement agency or whether it has been transformed into an instrument of Republican power. Will the FBI help the Republican Party force through a partisan redistricting plan in Texas, or not? The answer to that question is of vital importance to sustaining American democracy.

Republican state legislative leaders want to redraw Texas's congressional districts to give their party as many as five more seats in next year's midterm elections. Dozens of Democratic state lawmakers have fled Texas in an effort to prevent the legislature from reaching a quorum and passing the law. The lawmakers who left are now staying in Illinois, Massachusetts, and other locations. To force the legislators to return, Republicans have voted to issue civil warrants, which authorize Texas law-enforcement officers to find the missing lawmakers and forcibly return them to the statehouse, in Austin.

But neither the civil warrants nor the powers of Texas police extend outside the state's borders. No Texas sheriff can go to Chicago, find the missing legislators, and drag them home. And, naturally, the law enforcement in Illinois and the other Democratic states to which the Texas representatives have fled are offering no assistance. Indeed, blue-state political leaders are promising to resist any such effort and are practically salivating at the prospect of a confrontation.

Elaine Godfrey: How the Texas standoff will (probably) end

This is where the federal government might step in. Senator John Cornyn of Texas has asked the FBI to help his state track down the missing legislators. He has publicly claimed that FBI Director Kash Patel has agreed to assist state and local law enforcement in the effort. So far, the FBI has declined to comment on the matter. But if the agency actively assists Texas police in locating and detaining the missing legislators, then it will be acting in an utterly lawless manner--and that will be of even graver concern than the underlying redistricting effort.

Granted, the location of many Texas legislators is so well known that the St. Charles, Illinois, hotel where some are staying was the subject of a bomb threat. If the FBI does nothing more than provide Texas officials with information that is already publicly available, then its activities are hardly worth the worry. But the agency isn't an arm of the Republican Party and should studiously avoid getting drawn into the political fight in Texas.

Congress created the FBI, which by statute is authorized "to detect and prosecute crimes against the United States." In other words, the FBI may investigate and prosecute federal crimes, not state-law-based criminal charges. That limitation has a few small exceptions. For example, the FBI is authorized to investigate the murder of state and local law-enforcement officers even if those murders involve crimes only under state law. But the existence of explicit statutory exceptions serves only to reinforce the general rule. The jurisdiction of the FBI, as the first word in the agency's name suggests, is limited to federal crimes.

Americans' historical aversion to the FBI's engagement in state and local issues is a reaction to the excesses of the J. Edgar Hoover era. Today, that general rule of limitation is so strong that the FBI's own internal guidelines, outlined in the Domestic Investigations and Operations Guide, require identification of a predicate federal crime before the FBI may even open an investigation, much less conduct intrusive investigative activities. Likewise, the FBI can typically assist state and local investigations only when they involve possible violations of federal law. (The exceptions involve extreme, rare circumstances such as mass killings or serial murders.)

Nothing about the Texas redistricting dispute would plausibly justify the FBI's active engagement. For one thing, the Texas lawmakers' flight from the state isn't even criminal under Texas law. The warrants issued are merely common-law civil instruments to compel presence, much like a civil subpoena to testify. For the FBI to become involved in the enforcement of civil law would be an extraordinary expansion of its authority. Proving a negative is hard, but I am unaware of any other circumstance in which FBI authorities have been engaged in a civil matter.

Second, the Texas state matter is--well, a state matter. Even if it did involve some criminal allegations, those would relate to Texas's criminal law--and thus be outside the bounds of the FBI's federal jurisdiction. No one can credibly argue that the Democrats' effort to defeat a quorum has anything in common with the mass killings or serial murders that may trigger FBI involvement in state crimes.

To avoid these rather obvious issues, Cornyn almost half-heartedly suggested that the missing Democrats are "potentially in violation of the law." He maintained that "legislators who solicited or accepted funds to aid in their efforts to avoid their legislative duties may be guilty of bribery or other public corruption offenses." But this claim was a transparent attempt to manufacture a federal "hook" for the FBI, given that he offered no evidence that the legislators had solicited money as an inducement for their actions. Indeed, manifestly, they aren't seeking self-enrichment in fleeing their homes. Moreover, as the Supreme Court held just last year, contributions for already-completed acts (such as leaving Texas) can never be considered violations of the federal anti-gratuity statute. No doubt Cornyn, a former judge, knows all this. But he appears to have concluded that political necessity required some pretext, however frivolous, for a federal investigation.

Tom Nichols: Tinker tailor soldier MAGA

In short, if the FBI provides Texas Republicans with substantive assistance in bringing their Democratic counterparts back to Austin, that will be utterly unmoored from the FBI's statutory authority and completely outside the bounds of its existing domestic-operations guidelines. Americans now face transgressions of settled legal norms every day, it seems. But the particular norm under threat in Texas--the need to prevent the party in power from using federal law-enforcement officers to implement its own political ends--is especially important because of the coercive authority that police carry with them.

One hopes that the FBI will step back from the brink of legal chaos. But if the FBI jumps off the cliff and does the Republican Party's bidding on a manifestly political question, it will be a dark day for American democracy. Enlisting the FBI as the enforcement arm of a political party is a step toward a literal police state.
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How the Texas Standoff Will (Probably) End

Eventually, the Democrats will have to go home.

by Elaine Godfrey




Texas state Democrats had been plotting their departure for weeks. But most weren't sure they were going--or where they were headed--until just before they boarded their plane. For a successful quorum break, the timing "has to be ripe," State Representative Gina Hinojosa told me. "Like a melon at the grocery store." On Sunday, she and dozens of her colleagues hopped on a chartered plane and flew to Chicago in an attempt to prevent Texas Republicans from redrawing the state's congressional maps. They don't seem to know how long they'll be there or when, exactly, they'll consider the job done. Perhaps, Hinojosa suggested, they can attract enough attention to the issue that Republicans will be shamed into abandoning the effort.

Shame, however, is not an emotion experienced by many politicians these days, least of all ones who answer to Donald Trump. The likeliest conclusion of this effort is that Republicans will get their wish, just as they did after a similar situation in 2021.

Right now, the Texas Democrats' quorum-break project appears to have two goals, one much more easily accomplished than the other. The first is to send a message; the gerrymandering attempt in Texas is a chance for Democrats nationwide to accuse Republicans of cheating, and to demonstrate a bit of the gumption their voters have been clamoring for. Because the party is effectively leaderless, now is a perfect moment for wannabe standard-bearers to soak up some of the limelight. Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker, for example, has made a lot of speeches and trolled Republicans; so has New York Governor Kathy Hochul. And tonight, California Governor Gavin Newsom will host Hinojosa and other Texas Democrats in Sacramento for a press conference.

The second, more practical objective is to run down the clock. If Texas Democrats can stay out of state long enough, they could make it difficult for Republicans to implement the new district maps ahead of the first 2026 election deadlines. This goal is optimistic, experts I interviewed said. Living in a hotel for weeks is expensive, and resources will eventually dry up. Pressure is mounting from Republican leaders. "And there's a stamina factor at play that can't be avoided," Brandon Rottinghaus, a political-science professor at the University of Houston, told me. It seems, he added, "inevitable that the new maps pass."

Read: How Democrats tied their own hands on redistricting

State Democrats have only been on the run for five days in the Chicago area (as well as in New York and Massachusetts). The public is still interested, and Democrats have plenty of opportunities to shape the media narrative. "Democratic voters are paying attention," Joshua Blank, the research director of the nonpartisan Texas Politics Project, told me. "Having something to rally around is very, very useful for them." Republicans have not tried to deny that they're making a blatant power grab, though they argue that they're simply following the lead of Democrats in heavily gerrymandered states such as Illinois. "It's just unilateral disarmament if you don't match what Democrats have done on the other side," Matt Mackowiak, a Texas Republican strategist who is working on Senator John Cornyn's reelection campaign, told me. (The difference is that in Texas, they're redrawing the maps five years early, rather than waiting for the census.)

But quorum breaks are, by nature, temporary. Eventually, the wayward lawmakers will go home. What matters is when. The candidate-filing deadline for the 2026 election is December 8, and the primary is in March, so theoretically, if lawmakers can stay out of state for multiple months, Republicans might run into legal problems getting their new map in place.

One problem with the run-down-the-clock strategy is that, in the past, Texas courts have simply postponed the state's primary while congressional maps were being litigated. (That delay likely contributed to Ted Cruz's 2012 Senate victory.) Another challenge is keeping up the political will; as time drags on, Texas voters will want their representatives to come home and do their job. Then, there are the logistical issues. A long quorum break means that Texas Democrats spend weeks or months living in a hotel, away from their families and racking up bills. Many of those state lawmakers have jobs outside politics--jobs that might not be well suited to working remotely from a hotel conference room. A few members brought small children with them to Chicago, Hinojosa told me, and some of those children will probably have to be back in school soon. "We've seen it before," Rottinghaus said. "The biggest pull for members to come back isn't always the politics; it's most often the personal."

Read: A Democrat for the Trump era

When I asked Texas Representative Ana-Maria Rodriguez Ramos how long she was willing to stay in Chicago, she told me that she understands the burden this puts on families; her own daughter is recovering from a liver transplant. "Am I prepared for two weeks? Three weeks? What is the alternative?" she asked. "If this is a sacrifice that we need to make, then it's the sacrifice that has to be made." But two or three weeks probably won't be enough. (It's possible, Rodriguez Ramos suggested, that the state's 11 Senate Democrats, who remain in-state, could take their own turn breaking quorum; only one chamber needs to do so to stop legislation from being passed.)

Texas Governor Greg Abbott's threats complicate the picture. This morning, he suggested that if Democrats "don't start showing up," Republicans will add a few more GOP seats to the new map. He has promised to fine the runaway Democrats $500 each for every day that they're gone, and to go after any groups raising money for them. Abbott has also suggested that he'll kick the Democrats out of their seats in the legislature--although experts say he does not have the power to do so directly. Earlier this week, the state house issued civil-arrest warrants for the rogue Democrats, and yesterday, Cornyn announced that the FBI had agreed to "locate" them. Although FBI involvement might seem far-fetched, "there's very little that restricts" the agency, Michael German, a fellow at the Brennan Center for Justice and a former FBI agent, told me. The bureau could share information with local law enforcement, he said.

A single one of these variables is not likely to shatter the Texas Democrats' resolve, but over time, the pressure adds up. After making headlines for a few weeks, Democrats will probably be squeezed dry, emotionally and financially. A few will return home, and then, eventually, they all will. The new GOP district map will pass, perhaps in a slightly altered form, and Republicans will have what they've been fighting for: a few more GOP congressional districts, perhaps just enough to preserve the party's narrow hold on the House of Representatives through what might be a tough midterm election.

But Texas Democrats aren't willing to entertain that possibility just yet. In Chicago, members are reassessing the situation each day, Hinojosa told me. To sum up the general attitude, she paraphrased former Texas Governor Ann Richards. "All we have is the here and now," she said, "and if we play it right, it's all we need." A more realistic view of the situation might be that Democrats are seizing the moment because they know it's fleeting.
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So Much for the 'Best Health-Care System in the World'

<span>Republicans used to trumpet the innovation of the American medical sector. Now they're taking a meat axe to it.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




Here's a piece of Republican rhetoric that used to be ubiquitous but that you never hear anymore: America has the best health-care system in the world.

Republican politicians liked this line because it helped them dismiss the idea that the system needed major reform. American health care at its finest offered the most advanced treatments anywhere. Democrats wanted to expand coverage, but why mess with perfection? "Obamacare will bankrupt our country and ruin the best health-care-delivery system in the world," then-House Speaker John Boehner said in 2012.

In Donald Trump's second term, Republicans haven't given up their opposition to universal coverage--far from it--but they have mostly stopped singing the praises of American health-care innovation. Indeed, they are taking a meat axe to it, slashing medical-research funding while elevating quacks and charlatans to positions of real power. The resulting synthesis is the worst of all worlds: a system that will lose its ability to develop new cures, while withholding its benefits from even more of the poor and sick.

The line about the world's best health care always had a grain of truth. The United States has for decades languished behind peer systems in terms of access and outcomes. We are the only OECD country that lacks universal coverage, and the failure to provide basic care to all citizens contributes to our mediocre health. But America really was among the best countries at producing cutting-edge treatments. Those of us who have access to health insurance benefit from high-level technology and a for-profit system that generates incentives for new drugs and devices. There is a reason wealthy patients with rare conditions sometimes travel to the U.S. for care.

This was never a convincing reason that the United States could not expand health-care access to citizens who couldn't afford it. But although the trade-off was false, the Republican Party's support for medical innovation was genuine. Even during the height of anti-spending fervor during the Obama administration, Republicans in Congress approved large funding increases for the National Institutes of Health. During his first term, Trump tried and failed to repeal Obamacare, but he also engineered a spectacular success in Operation Warp Speed, which mobilized the pharmaceutical industry with unprecedented efficiency to bring effective COVID vaccines to market.

In the second Trump era, the party's opposition to universal health care has, if anything, intensified. The signature legislative accomplishment of Trump's second term thus far is a deeply unpopular budget bill that is projected to take health insurance away from 16 million Americans once fully implemented.

But now the party has turned sharply against innovation too. Trump has wiped out billions of dollars in federal support for medical research, including canceling a promising HIV-vaccine project. This week, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. terminated hundreds of millions of dollars in grants for mRNA-vaccine research, one of the most promising avenues in all of medicine. The United States is going to forfeit its role as medical pioneer even as it recedes further behind every other wealthy country in access.

Katherine J. Wu: How many times can science funding be canceled?

Kennedy has made the party's pivot explicit. He does not boast about the American health-care system. Instead, he calls it a disaster. "We spend two to three times what other countries pay for public health, and we have the worst outcomes--and that's not acceptable," he said on Fox News earlier this year. Kennedy is not wrong about the bottom line; American health care is costly, and the results are poor. But he is almost completely wrong about the cause of this failure. There are many reasons for Americans' poor health, and shutting down vaccines and medical research, while depriving millions of access to basic care, will make all of those problems far worse.

It's not that the entire Republican Party has abandoned its previous support for medical innovation. To the contrary, many Republicans in Congress have complained about cuts to medical research; last week, a key Senate committee voted overwhelmingly on a bipartisan bill to increase funding for the National Institutes of Health. But the anti-science wing of the party is in control of the agenda. Two main forces have driven the shift. One is the emergence of Kennedy's "Make America healthy again" movement, a faction of gullible skeptics that Trump has brought into his coalition. RFK Jr.'s transition from left-wing kook to right-wing kook personifies the realignment of a certain strain of modern snake-oil peddlers into the Republican tent. Although they make up only a small share of the party, their intense interest in health and medicine has given them special sway--a classic instance of a tiny special-interest group determining policy for a larger coalition.

The second force driving this policy change is the rising power of the national-conservative movement. Natcons are a wing of almost fanatically illiberal culture warriors who believe that the Republican Party must use government power to destroy its enemies. The fact that cutting university medical research will harm the United States in the long run is, for the natcons, a minor consideration when weighed against the fact that universities and government-funded labs are full of Democrats.

The combined desire of both factions to attack the scientific elite has pushed the party into a retrograde opposition to medical innovation. Making matters worse, the unabashed corruption of the second Trump administration will further weigh down the sector's innovation potential by elevating politically connected firms over market-competitive ones. As The New York Times reports, Trump delayed the implementation of a plan to reduce excessive Medicare reimbursements for "skin substitute" bandages after a co-owner of a company that sells them donated $5 million to a pro-Trump PAC and dined with Trump at Mar-a-Lago.

The traditional Republican position defended cutting-edge medical innovation while denying its benefits to those too poor or sick to afford access to it. Who could have guessed that liberals would one day look back at that stance with nostalgia?
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Things Aren't Going Donald Trump's Way

He hasn't ended the wars in Ukraine and Gaza. His economy looks shaky. And then there's Jeffrey Epstein.

by Jonathan Lemire




Donald Trump has almost certainly complained more about journalists than any of his predecessors have, maybe more than all of them combined. So when Trump deemed a query "the nastiest question" he's ever gotten from a member of the press, it was notable.

The moment came in May, when CNBC's Megan Cassella asked Trump about "TACO," an acronym for "Trump always chickens out." The phrase had gained popularity in the financial sector as a derisive shorthand for the president's penchant for backing down from his tariff threats. During an otherwise routine Oval Office event, Trump sputtered angrily at Cassella, claiming that his shifting tariff timelines were "part of negotiations" and admonishing, "Don't ever say what you said."

Trump's appetite for confrontation is being tested again this week, with the arrival of two of the most important self-imposed deadlines of his second term, related to the tariffs and the conflict in Ukraine. Both present fraught decisions for Trump, and they come at a time when he faces a confluence of crises. A president who, less than a year ago, staged a historic political comeback and moved to quickly conquer Washington and the world now confronts more obstacles than at any point since his inauguration. Some of his central campaign promises--that he would end the wars in Ukraine and Gaza and boost the economy--are in peril. And for the first time in his 200 days back in office, the White House has begun to worry about members of the president's own party defying him.

Tomorrow, the clock runs out on the two-week window that Trump gave Russia to reach a cease-fire with Ukraine. The president has been upset by his inability to end the war. Without an agreement, he has said, he will impose sanctions on Russia. But doing so would represent the first time in his decade in politics that he has truly punished President Vladimir Putin. Trump likewise has grown exasperated with Israel's prosecution of the war in the Gaza Strip, a conflict that could soon escalate; Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyhu said today that his military plans to fully occupy the famine-plagued Strip.

Tom Nichols: Putin's still in charge

The other deadline is Trump's latest vow on tariffs, which go into effect today for 60 nations, with rates ranging from 10 to 41 percent. This time, Trump appeared to relish declaring that there would not be another TACO moment, writing on social media last night, "IT'S MIDNIGHT!!! BILLIONS OF DOLLARS IN TARIFFS ARE NOW FLOWING INTO THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA!" Since the panic triggered by Trump's "Liberation Day" tariff announcement in April, Wall Street has learned to shrug off Trump's scattershot statements. But the economy has shown new signs of weakness, with stubbornly high prices potentially set to rise again because of the tariffs and, most potently, a recent jobs report poor enough that Trump lashed out against the bureaucrat who compiled it; last week, he fired the Bureau of Labor Statistics commissioner, claiming, without evidence, that the jobs numbers were bogus. That unprecedented act of petulance risks undermining Wall Street's confidence in the economy and undercutting Trump's campaign pledge to give the United States another economic "golden age."

Those geopolitical and economic headwinds have been joined by forceful political ones. Since going out on August recess, Republican lawmakers have been heckled at town halls while trying to defend the president's signature legislative accomplishment, the One Big Beautiful Bill. And some of those same Republicans, in a rare act of rebellion, have questioned Trump's handling of the Jeffrey Epstein matter, a scandal that the president, try as he may, simply has been unable to shake.

The mood in the White House has darkened in the past month, as the president's challenges have grown deeper. The ongoing Russia-Ukraine war has become intensely frustrating for Trump, two White House officials and a close outside adviser told me. The president had truly believed that his relationship with Putin would bring about a quick end to the conflict. But instead, Putin has taken advantage of Trump's deference to him and has openly defied the president--"embarrassed him," one of the officials told me--by ignoring his calls for a cease-fire and ratcheting up his strikes on Ukrainian cities. Trump has sharply criticized his Russian counterpart in recent weeks as he's mulled what to do.

Yesterday, Trump said that his personal envoy, Steve Witkoff, had a productive meeting with Putin in Moscow, leading the U.S. president to return to his original plan to end the war: a summit. A third White House official told me that Trump has informed European leaders that he wants to meet with Putin as soon as next week in a new effort to get a cease-fire. A Kremlin spokesperson accepted the White House offer but said its details needed to be finalized. Trump also told European leaders that he would potentially have a subsequent meeting with both Putin and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, but the Kremlin did not immediately agree to that.

One of the officials told me that Trump is still considering how and whether to directly punish Putin if Moscow doesn't hit tomorrow's deadline. The U.S. does little trade with Russia, so direct levies would be useless, and the West Wing is divided as to the merits of slapping secondary sanctions on nations that do business with Moscow. Trump signed off on sanctioning India this week because, the official told me, he was already annoyed at the lack of progress on a trade deal with Delhi. But he is far more leery of sanctioning China--another major economic partner of Russia's--for fear of upending ongoing trade negotiations with Beijing.

Witkoff's visit to Moscow came just days after he had been in Gaza to urge Netanyahu to ease a blockade and allow more aid and food to reach Palestinians. Although Israel agreed this week to allow some more food in, the humanitarian crisis has not abated. Trump, who badly wants the conflict to end, believes that Netanyahu is prolonging the war and has told advisers that he is wary of Israel's new push to capture Gaza. Even so, officials told me, Trump is unlikely to break with Netanyahu in any meaningful way.

Any president, of course, can be vexed by events outside his nation's borders. Trump's superpower at home has long been to command intense loyalty from fellow Republicans. Yet that power might be hitting its limit. He was able to pressure the GOP to pass his One Big Beautiful Bill last month, but some Republicans, seeing its shaky poll numbers, have already tried to distance themselves from it; Senator Josh Hawley, for instance, has said he wants to roll back some of the Medicaid cuts that the bill, which he voted for, included. And lawmakers who are trying to defend the bill are facing voter anger. Representative Mike Flood was loudly heckled by a hostile crowd at a town hall in his Nebraska district on Monday. One of the White House officials told me that the West Wing has told House leadership to advise Republican members against holding too many in-person town halls.

Then there is Epstein. Trump has desperately wished the story away. He feels deeply betrayed by his MAGA supporters who believed him when he intimated during the campaign that something was nefarious about the government's handling of the case, and who now have a hard time believing him when he says their suspicions are actually bogus. The president has snapped at reporters asking about Epstein, told House Speaker Mike Johnson to send Congress home early to avoid a vote on whether to release the Epstein files, and sued his on-again, off-again friend Rupert Murdoch for $10 billion after The Wall Street Journal reported that Trump had sent Epstein a lewd birthday card in 2003. Murdoch hasn't backed down. Neither have a number of MAGA luminaries and Republican lawmakers who keep demanding to see the files.

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Trump's own efforts to manage the story have only fed it. His account of why he and Epstein had a falling-out two decades ago has shifted multiple times. One of the White House officials and the outside ally told me that advisers have told Trump repeatedly to stop saying he has the right to pardon Epstein's former partner Ghislaine Maxwell, who is serving a 20-year prison sentence for sex trafficking and related offenses, to avoid drawing more attention to his previous friendship with Epstein. Despite hopes that the story would dissipate over the August recess, the White House is preparing for Trump to take more heat from Republicans in the weeks ahead.

Some Trump allies still believe that the president, even as a lame duck, will keep Republicans in line. "Having survived Russiagate, Hillary Clinton, two impeachments, four trials designed to put him in jail, and two assassination attempts," former House Speaker Newt Gingrich told me, "it's unlikely the current situation will be much of a problem."

The White House also pushed back against the idea that Trump is in a perilous moment. "Only the media industrial complex and panicans would mischaracterize this as a challenging time. They simply haven't learned anything after covering President Trump for the last 10 years," the spokesperson Steven Cheung told me in a statement. "The successes of the first 200 days have been unprecedented and exactly what Americans voted for, which is why this country has never been hotter."

But others in the party sense signs of trouble. "He's spending the political capital he's accumulated for a decade," Alex Conant, a GOP strategist who worked in President George W. Bush's White House and on then-Senator Marco Rubio's presidential campaign, told me. "Below the surface of the Republican Party, there's an intense battle brewing over what a post-Trump GOP looks like. And that surfaces on issues like Israel, the debt, and Epstein. How Trump navigates that fight over the remainder of his presidency will be a big test."

There was a time, years ago, when August could be counted as a slow news month in Washington. That's now a distant memory, in no small part because the current president has an insatiable need to be in the news cycle. In August 2017, while Trump was vacationing at his golf club in New Jersey, I asked one of his senior aides why Trump had declared that he would deliver "fire and fury" on North Korea. The aide told me that Trump was looking to intimidate Pyongyang--but that he was also annoyed that he hadn't been the central storyline on cable news. The bellicose rhetoric worked: Suddenly, Trump had changed the news cycle.

Read: The desperation of Donald Trump's posts

In this particular summer of his discontent, Trump is again trying to regain control of the political narrative. But his efforts have been more haphazard and less effective: a threat to strip Rosie O'Donnell of her citizenship, a revival of the "Russia hoax," an announcement of a new White House ballroom, even a walk on the West Wing roof. None of those things changed the news cycle; instead, they only reinforced that, at least to some extent, he is at the mercy of events outside his control.

Trump has long believed that he can create his own truth, often by telling the same falsehood over and over again. He seems to be trying that tactic again too, especially with the economy. Trump's response to the disastrous July jobs report was to assert, with no evidence, that the Bureau of Labor Statistics had incorrectly reported the statistics to hurt him politically--and then fire the commissioner. That sent a chill through the markets and the business world, which need reliable statistics to function, and sparked fears that Trump will try to bend other government data to his whims.

When it comes to his own political standing, Trump is also trying to create his own reality, seeming to will away the challenges he faces. In an interview with CNBC on Tuesday, he insisted that he has "the best poll numbers I've ever had," claiming that his approval was north of 70 percent. But that number represented his approval among Republicans, the interviewer told him. In fact, his overall approval rating is hovering at just about 40 percent. When corrected, all Trump could do was call the whole thing "fake."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/08/trump-ukraine-gaza-economy/683786/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Just Did What Not Even Nixon Dared To

This isn't the first time the BLS commissioner aroused presidential ire. But at least Nixon faced constraints.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Tim Naftali




"Is it Goldstein again?" Richard Nixon demanded.

In July of 1971, the president was infuriated that an unnamed official at the Bureau of Labor Statistics had seemed to downplay the administration's progress on reducing unemployment while briefing reporters. His suspicions fell on Harold Goldstein, the longtime civil servant and BLS official in charge of the jobs numbers, who had attracted his ire for other comments earlier in the year. Nixon ordered his political counselor, Charles Colson, to investigate. If it had been Goldstein, he said, "he's got to be fired."

When three hours elapsed without Colson reporting back, the president called Colson twice within the span of two minutes, insisting that Goldstein had to be guilty. "Give Goldstein, the goddamn kike, a polygraph!" he yelled into the phone.

By the next morning, Nixon's animus toward Goldstein had hardened into the conviction that the inconvenient numbers from the BLS reflected a problem much larger than one civil servant. He asked his chief of staff, Bob Haldeman, to conduct a review. "I want a look at any sensitive areas around where Jews are involved, Bob," he said. "See, the Jews are all through the government, and we have got to get in those areas. We've got to get a man in charge who is not Jewish to control the Jewish. Do you understand?" Haldeman affirmed that he did. "The government is full of Jews," Nixon continued. "Second, most Jews are disloyal."

What had started as a fit of pique over jobs numbers was swiftly metastasizing into an extraordinary abuse of presidential power.

Students and survivors of the Nixon era can be excused for feeling a little deja vu when they heard the news at the end of last week that President Donald Trump had fired Erika McEntarfer, the BLS commissioner. Trump claimed that the bureau's latest jobs report was "a scam" that was "RIGGED in order to make the Republicans, and ME, look bad." As the first federal director of the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum, I quickly thought of the summer of 1971.

James Surowiecki: What's holding Trump back from firing Powell

For most of its history, the BLS has been as professionally obscure as it has been essential. The bureau's economists produce the respected and strictly nonpartisan numbers that the White House, Congress, investors, and American workers rely on to know how the enormous and complex U.S. economy is doing--and how likely their next wage increase, job opportunity, or pink slip might be. For presidents to be unhappy with the numbers they get from the BLS is commonplace. But it's not normal for them to take their disappointment or rage out on the economists who compile them.

In the summer of 1971, Nixon was in the grip of dark conspiratorial thinking. He had been looking forward to positive press from his daughter Tricia's June White House wedding. Instead, The New York Times published the Pentagon Papers--a classified multivolume compendium of national-security materials pulled together for Lyndon B. Johnson's secretary of defense Robert McNamara to explain why the United States had gotten into the quagmire of Vietnam. When the former Johnson-era national-security analyst Daniel Ellsberg announced that he was the papers' leaker, Nixon became convinced that his administration was under assault from smart, well-connected enemies of his Vietnam strategy. So when the BLS official told reporters that a drop in the unemployment rate from 6.2 to 5.6 percent was "a statistical fluke," Nixon became convinced that Jews within the government were out to sabotage his administration.

Haldeman, although himself an anti-Semite, worried that Nixon's rage could cause chaos across the government. He decided to try to satisfy the president by focusing only on the BLS. He asked a White House staffer named Frederic Malek to determine how many Jews were in the BLS, and to recommend what to do with them. Knowing that White House documents should not reflect what this investigation was really about, Malek and his assistant used the code word ethnics in their memos as they counted Jews. In February, during Nixon's earlier bout of rage, Malek had determined that Goldstein had not acted in a partisan manner. But now, instead of questioning his partisan loyalties, Nixon fixated instead on his faith.

The president didn't get all that he wanted. Although Labor Secretary James Hodgson refused to subject Goldstein to a polygraph test, Nixon didn't fire Hodgson for his defiance. He also didn't immediately force out the head of the BLS, Geoffrey Moore, who worked for Hodgson. When Malek found that there were 19 "ethnics" among the 52 top officials working at the BLS, Nixon respected the civil-service protections that shielded most of them, including Goldstein, from dismissal. Instead, he had a supervisor placed above Goldstein and removed some of his responsibilities. Peter Henle, another Jewish economist in the bureau, was transferred out.

After winning reelection in 1972, Nixon required resignations from all of his political appointees. Nixon ignored most of them, but he accepted Moore's, and the BLS commissioner left a few months shy of the end of his four-year term in 1973. Moore--who wasn't even Jewish--was the only person to lose his job because of Nixon's anti-Semitic paranoia.

Nixon's motives were worse than Trump's. But in most other respects, the events of the past week provide a vivid illustration of how much more dangerous attempts to abuse presidential authority have become.

Unlike Trump, who lashed out publicly against McEntarfer, Nixon was afraid to own his bad behavior. He did not force out his BLS commissioner in 1971, instead waiting for the chance to accept his resignation two years later. Not wanting his hands to be dirty--as defined by the presidential norms of his era--Nixon constrained himself to abuse power only indirectly. He had no desire to risk public disapproval by firing bureaucrats for specious and explosive reasons.

David Frum: Sorry, Richard Nixon

Moreover, the Haldeman system for running the White House that Nixon first authorized and then tolerated sought to control an impulsive president, not fully empower him. Nixon lacked perfect instruments to carry out his desires; his environment wasn't greased for enabling. Although he was clear that he wanted to fire a large number of government workers because of their religious background, he proved unwilling or unable to follow through.

Trump exhibits no such constraints. The loyal voters who give him his grip on Congress don't seem to care what norms he violates. Neither Trump's Cabinet members nor his White House staff are willing to serve as a check on presidential bad behavior. And so last week, Trump did what not even Nixon had dared, becoming the first president ever to fire his BLS commissioner.

When he is seized by his dark passions, our current president doesn't even have a Haldeman.
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How Democrats Tied Their Own Hands on Redistricting

Their threat to match Republican gerrymandering could be difficult to fulfill.

by Russell Berman




As New York Governor Kathy Hochul denounced the GOP's aggressive attempt to gerrymander Democrats into political oblivion this week, she lamented her party's built-in disadvantage. "I'm tired of fighting this fight with my hand tied behind my back," she told reporters.

As political metaphors go, it's not a bad one. Hochul omitted a key detail, however: Democrats provided the rope themselves. For more than a decade, they've tried to be the party of good government on redistricting. But Democrats' support for letting independent commissions draw legislative maps has cost them seats in key blue states, and their push to ban gerrymandering nationwide flopped in the courts and in Congress.

Now that Republicans, at the behest of President Donald Trump, are moving quickly to redraw district lines in Texas and elsewhere in a bid to lock in their tenuous House majority, Democrats want to match them seat for seat in the states that they control. But the knots they've tied are hard to undo.

To boost the GOP's chances of winning an additional five House seats in Texas next year, all Governor Greg Abbott had to do was call the state's deeply conservative legislature back to Austin for an emergency session to enact new congressional maps. The proposed changes carve up Democratic seats in Texas's blue urban centers of Dallas, Houston, and Austin, as well as two seats along the U.S.-Mexico border, where Republicans are betting they can retain support among Latino voters who have moved right during the Trump era. Democratic lawmakers are trying to block the move by leaving the state and denying Republicans a required quorum in the legislature.

Read: Republicans want to redraw America's political map

By comparison, Democrats face a much longer and more arduous process to do the same in California and New York. Voters in both states would have to approve constitutional amendments to repeal or circumvent the nonpartisan redistricting commissions that Democrats helped enact. In California, Democrats hope to pass legislation this month that would put the question to voters this November. If the amendment is approved, the legislature could implement the new districts for the 2026 election. In New York, the legislature must pass the change in two separate sessions, meaning that a newly gerrymandered congressional map could not take effect until 2028 at the earliest.

By then, some Democrats fear it may be too late. Republicans want to gain seats through mid-decade redistricting not only in Texas but in GOP-controlled states such as Florida, Missouri, Ohio, and Indiana. The GOP goal is to secure enough seats to withstand an electoral backlash to Trump's presidency in next year's midterms.

That imbalance has caused Democrats to reassess--and in some cases abandon altogether--their support for rules they long championed as essential to maintaining a fair playing field on which both parties could compete. "What is at stake here is nothing less than the potential for permanent one-party control of the House of Representatives, and the threat of that to our democracy absolutely dwarfs any unfortunately quaint notions about the value of independent redistricting," Micah Lasher, a New York State assembly member who represents Manhattan's Upper West Side, told me. It's a reversal for Lasher, a former Hochul aide who won office last year while endorsing independent redistricting.

Lasher is the author of legislation that would allow New York to redraw its congressional maps in the middle of a decade if another state does so first. Lawmakers there could consider the bill when they return to Albany in January. The proposal is limited in scope: It does not throw out the state's decennial post-Census redistricting process but merely creates an exception allowing New York to respond to other states' moves. This is partly due to worries that voters might reject a more aggressive plan; in 2021, New York Democrats and election reformers failed to win approval of a series of statewide referenda aimed at expanding access to voting. (Republicans don't face the same concerns, because voters in red states won't have a direct say in the maps they draw.)

Read: The decision that could doom Democrats for a decade

Proposals like Lasher's have won the support of Democrats who previously led the fight to ban gerrymandering. On Monday, the Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee became the first party organization to formally call for Democrats to redraw congressional maps in states where they have the power to do so. "We're looking at a country where everything has changed, quite frankly, and the things that you thought could not happen happen," Andrea Stewart-Cousins, the majority leader of the New York State Senate and the chair of DLCC's board, told me.

Even as they pursued a national ban on gerrymandering, Democrats never forswore the practice entirely. Indeed, their ability to respond to Republicans now is constrained in part by the fact that district lines in blue states such as Illinois and Maryland are already skewed heavily in their favor. (Democrats control the legislatures and governorships of far fewer states than do Republicans, which further limits their power to match the GOP in gerrymandering.)

Yet Republicans' recent moves, aided by a Supreme Court ruling that sidelined federal courts from striking down purely partisan (as opposed to racial) gerrymanders, represent an escalation that has stunned Democrats. I asked Stewart-Cousins whether the party's push to take politics out of redistricting, which has succeeded in protecting one out of five congressional seats from the threat of gerrymandering, was misguided. "It wasn't a mistake," she insisted, casting the party's new posture more as a temporary shift than a permanent reorientation.

Lasher, however, wasn't so sure. "It is fair to say that Democrats in New York and around the country vastly underestimated the willingness of the Republican Party to cross every line, break every norm, and do so with enormous speed," he said. "We're in a period of adjustment. We better adjust really damn quickly."
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The War Over America's Birthday Party

As plans for the festivities became Trumpier, allies of the president tried to oust Republican commissioners.

by Michael Scherer




President Donald Trump's attempted takeover of America's 250th-anniversary celebration began this past spring when his team drew up a $33 million fundraising plan for a series of events starring the president, including a military parade in Washington. America250 had been founded by Congress as a bipartisan effort, with a mission to engage "350 million Americans for the 250th." But Trump kicked off the final year of preparations with a political rally at the Iowa State Fairgrounds, attacking Democrats before a crowd that waved America250 signs. "I hate them," Trump proclaimed on July 3. "I cannot stand them, because I really believe they hate our country."

Around the same time, Trump's top political appointee at America250, a former Fox News producer named Ariel Abergel, moved to gain greater influence over the bipartisan commission. He called four Republican commissioners, who had been appointed years ago by then-Speaker of the House Paul Ryan and then-Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, with a blunt request: Consider resigning to make way for new appointees.

That request was reiterated by current House Speaker Mike Johnson, who applied pressure to one appointee at the request of the White House. But rather than solidify Trump's control over the organization, the calls appear to have backfired, setting off a struggle for control of the organization, according to interviews with eight people briefed on the recent turmoil in the organization, who spoke with me on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly.

The four targeted commissioners ultimately refused to resign, despite two initially signaling their intent to comply. Johnson's office decided to back off, and Senate Majority Leader John Thune has indicated that he seeks no changes to the commission, according to people familiar with their thinking. Then other members of the commission, which Abergel works for, began discussing efforts to push him out of his job, arguing that his decision to ask for the resignations demonstrated his lack of judgment.

"This position should have been reserved for a much more experienced and substantive candidate," one of the commissioners told me, reflecting the views expressed by others. "The 250th is too important as a milestone for our country to jeopardize it with someone who doesn't take it seriously."

T. H. Breen: Trump's un-American parade

Abergel defended his actions and argued that he had been acting in concert with the House speaker to request that "certain inactive members of the commission" resign. "The speaker has every right to make his own appointments to the commission," he told me in a statement. "While some anonymous individuals are focused on lying to the fake news, my focus remains the same: to make America250 the most patriotic celebration in American history."

The nation's leaders have been planning since 2016 for next year's celebrations to mark the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, which are expected to involve events in each of the states, including a ball drop in Times Square on July 4, organized in partnership with the commission. The Republican tax bill that Trump signed into law this summer included an additional $150 million for the Department of the Interior, which is expected to be spent by the commission in partnership with a new White House task force to celebrate the anniversary, with additional private fundraising from companies such as Coca-Cola and Stellantis. But now, even as the festivities are unfolding, the commission that was established to oversee them is in turmoil.

Since winning reelection, Trump has moved swiftly to take control of the federal government's cultural institutions, including the Kennedy Center and the National Portrait Gallery. But the United States Semiquincentennial Commission answers largely to the legislative branch, not the White House, and has a sprawling leadership structure that includes sitting senators, members of Congress, and ex officio members such as the secretary of defense and the secretary of state.

Ryan Miller: Why I played the Kennedy Center

The power to direct the operation resides with an additional 16 "private citizen" commissioners, who are appointed in equal numbers by the Republican and Democratic leaders of the House and Senate for lifetime terms until the completion of the celebrations. Under the law, the forcible removal of commissioners requires a two-thirds vote of the commission, and the president's main power is his ability to appoint a chair from among the private citizens already serving.

According to four people familiar with the conversations, the four commissioners whom Abergel asked to resign are the Washington and Lee University professor Lucas Morel, the Hillsdale College professor Wilfred M. McClay, the educator Val Crofts, and Tom Walker, the founder of American Village, a historical-replica development in Alabama. Morel and McClay declined to comment. Crofts and Walker could not be reached for comment. Two people familiar with the commission's work described all four as regular participants in America250 oversight.

For the moment, there does not appear to be public pressure from Capitol Hill for a shake-up. "Johnson is not seeking the resignation of any of the speaker's appointees," a person familiar with his thinking, who requested anonymity to discuss the sensitive situation, told me. Someone familiar with Thune's thinking gave me a similar response: "Thune supports his appointees."

People familiar with the White House planning for America250 have argued that the commission needs more commitment of time and energy from its commissioners for the final year before next summer's festivities. They told me that the attempt to encourage resignations was blocked, ultimately, by commission bylaws that limit the ability of congressional offices to push out a commissioner. And they made clear that efforts to change the commission makeup could continue.

"So far, the best work they have done is being part of this loyal cabal," one person familiar with the White House thinking on the sitting commission told me. "There has been tremendous frustration with the lack of programmatic purpose, planning, and production."

Others involved in the commission say that such arguments are merely a pretext for political control. Some of the people familiar with the discussion suspect that the White House wants to replace the four Republican commissioners--who are largely apolitical historical boosters and academics--with people more directly loyal to Trump, including one whom the president could then elevate to replace the commission's chairwoman, Rosie Rios, a former U.S. treasurer during the Obama administration. Republican appointees have been targeted, they argue, because Democratic leaders have no say in who would replace them. (Just this week, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer filled two Democratic vacancies on the commission, appointing Jack Schlossberg, the grandson of former President John F. Kennedy, and Paul R. Tetreault, the director of Ford's Theatre, according to a person briefed on the appointments.) White House allies contest this argument, saying Trump could elevate an existing Republican commissioner at any time to replace Rios.

Rios allowed the White House to appoint Abergel as the executive director this year, according to people familiar with the conversations. The commission's executive committee, a group led by Rios, then approved the use of the America250 brand and nonprofit for this summer's military parade and Trump rallies, allowing Trump's fundraisers to bring in money to fund the events and green-lighting their production by his former campaign team.

But since then, a group of Democratic lawmakers on the commission has questioned the arrangement. Rios has signaled that all future programming decisions will be made with the consultation of the full commission. In an email update sent to the commission on Saturday, which I obtained, Rios recounted a recent planning meeting with White House officials, including Vince Haley, the director of the Domestic Policy Council, and Brittany Baldwin from TaskForce250, a separate body Trump set up to commemorate the semiquincentennial in concert with the commission.

"I am pleased to report that we are in agreement about the Commission's vision and how to support and amplify other proposed activities," Rios wrote in the email. "As I explained at our last Commission meeting, moving forward, my commitment to this Commission is that any proposed changes to our Playbook will come back to the full Commission for approval."

The White House spokesperson Anna Kelly praised the commission when asked for comment for this story. "The White House is extremely pleased with the America250 Commission, which is doing a great job leading this historic, unifying celebration of our country's 250th anniversary," she told me in a statement.

The power struggle between Abergel and some members of the commission has been building for reasons beyond the Trump events. Abergel has suggested that "America's Field Trip," a contest in which students create art celebrating the country, be moved to a Cabinet agency. Commissioners pushed back against that change. A redesign of the website that Abergel directed added photos of Trump along with corporate logos of the companies funding Trump's parade, and removed any mention of the Ambassador Circle, which named people including the musician Lance Bass, the historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, and former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown as representatives of the effort. Some people on the commission were alarmed by a recent Facebook post announcing an America250 partnership with Moms for Liberty, a conservative group that wants to ban certain books from school curricula and opposes the teaching of liberal ideas of race and gender.

"The branding and marketing had turned strongly around President Trump and strongly partisan looking," another person familiar with the commission's discussions told me. "The commissioners are united in what is best for America and a great celebration."

Four Democrats on the commission, New Hampshire Senator Jeanne Shaheen, California Senator Alex Padilla, Pennsylvania Representative Dwight Evans, and New Jersey Representative Bonnie Watson Coleman, wrote to Rios and Abergel on July 21, asking about the Trump events and requesting assurances that the commission's programming will be implemented. "The Chair intends that the Commission and Foundation personnel will execute and implement all approved programming," Rios and Abergel responded yesterday in a letter, which I obtained.

Eliot A. Cohen: A parade of ignorance

They told the lawmakers in the letter that the commission had paid for logistics and operations support for the early-summer events headlined by Trump. But congressionally appropriated funds were not used through America250 to directly fund the military parade commemorating the Army's 250th anniversary, the Fort Bragg speech, or the July 3 Iowa kickoff rally for the semiquincentennial.

To pay for the efforts, Trump's political fundraiser, Meredith O'Rouke, began raising money for America250 Inc., a foundation created at the behest of the commission. Donors were offered a "dedicated VIP experience" at the events, according to fundraising documents. America250 subsequently announced donations from a list of companies with executives close to Trump who stand to benefit from his presidency, including Oracle, Lockheed Martin, Ultimate Fighting Championship, Coinbase, Palantir, and Amazon.

A person briefed on the spending said that America250 ultimately budgeted $33 million for the parade, the Fort Bragg rally, the Iowa rally, a West Point speech, and other events. Of that, $20 million was budgeted for the parade. Army officials have separately said the parade cost the military $30 million to stage, including $3 million to prepare street surfaces for heavy vehicles.

Trump previously announced that he plans to stage an Ultimate Fighting Championship bout at the White House in honor of the nation's 250th birthday. People familiar with the planning say that the fight is likely to be organized through the White House task force, not the Semiquincentennial Commission.
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Trump Wants a China Deal That Benefits Him, Not the U.S.

After giving ground on AI chips, which other concessions will the president make?

by Michael Schuman




After making a show of getting tough on China, President Donald Trump desperately needs a trade agreement to prove that his disruptive tactics get results. This week, the United States and China agreed to extend their negotiations, avoiding--for now--another round of tariffs that would have hurt business between the world's two largest economies. But the president's newfound willingness to allow the export of vital AI chips to China indicates that an eventual deal could imperil American interests. Eager for a pact, Trump may give up more than he receives.

In 2022, then-President Joe Biden prohibited the export of advanced AI chips to China. Just four months ago, Trump expanded those restrictions. This week, though, Trump confirmed the details of an unusual arrangement effectively reversing that move: The American companies Nvidia and Advanced Micro Devices will be allowed to sell certain chips to Chinese firms if the companies give the U.S. government a 15 percent cut of the revenue from these sales. In essence, Trump sold exemptions to technology-export controls that many experts consider crucial to protecting American security. In a letter last month, Matt Pottinger, who was Trump's deputy national security adviser during the president's first term, and 19 other policy professionals urged the administration not to allow the sale of Nvidia's H20 chip to China, calling the decision a "strategic misstep that endangers the United States' economic and military edge in artificial intelligence."

Derek Thompson: The disturbing rise of MAGA Maoism

Trump may see the arrangement not as a national-security issue but as a business deal: There's a lot of money to be made selling chips to China, and now the U.S. government will materially benefit. But Trump must also realize that he's made a concession to Chinese President Xi Jinping. Beijing has persistently demanded that Washington remove U.S. export controls on advanced chips, and Xi personally pressed Biden for relief without success. Trump justified his flip-flop by arguing that the H20 chip is not among Nvidia's most high-powered products. He's right about that, but it's far from outdated. Chinese companies crave the H20 to help them deploy AI services. Indeed, the demand for the H20 appears to have alarmed Chinese authorities, who would prefer that local companies use homemade alternatives. Even as Beijing fights the U.S. restrictions, officials have tried slowing the rush by signaling in state media that the Nvidia chip is unsafe. Although Chinese designers have developed a similar chip, they are unable to produce enough, also due to U.S. restrictions that prevent them from using the top chip manufacturer, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company.

Trump has left the door open to further concessions. Because China's tech industry still can't match Nvidia's AI chips, Beijing is likely to prod Trump to ease restrictions on more advanced semiconductors. Rather than firmly committing to export controls, Trump suggested on Monday that he would be open to permitting Nvidia to sell China downgraded versions of its most powerful chips.

Xi has every reason to ask for more. Trump's desire for a deal gives Chinese leaders leverage. And given Trump's pattern of sudden policy reversals, he has likely left an impression that anything could be on the table. Beijing is clearly all in on the negotiations. According to U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, the Chinese government sent 75 officials to the most recent round of talks, in Stockholm in late July, compared with his own skeleton crew of 15.

"Xi now feels more emboldened to probe for a wider range of potential concessions, not only economic but also security concessions," Ali Wyne, an expert on U.S.-China relations at the International Crisis Group, told me. Wyne fears this could lead to a "lopsided bargain" in China's favor.

Thomas Wright: Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan

Xi has already gained on his top-priority issue: Taiwan. He urged Trump to approach Taiwan "with prudence" during a phone conversation in June, according to the Chinese government's official summary. Washington then reportedly canceled meetings with Taiwan's defense minister, a step that surely pleased Beijing, which strives to isolate the island's government. The Trump administration also appears to have discouraged Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te from making stopovers in U.S. cities while en route to Latin America for diplomatic visits.

Xi has done little in exchange. Beijing's most significant goodwill gesture was a June decision to restrict the sale of two chemicals that are used to make the illegal fentanyl circulating on American streets, an issue of utmost importance to the Trump team. But Beijing's action on curtailing the fentanyl trade will likely remain conditional on Trump's good behavior. Trump recently called on Xi in a social-media post to buy more U.S.-grown soybeans--which would be great for some American farmers, but is hardly an even swap for China's access to high-tech chips. Meanwhile, Xi has deftly created and deployed levers of pressure. Amid the escalating trade war in April, Beijing imposed controls on the export to the U.S. of rare-earth metals--an industry that China dominates--and then used their easing as a negotiating tool.

In the end, Xi may not get all he wants. But he is winning just by talking. China's leaders have apparently learned that they can distract Trump from more strategic issues by haggling with him over tariff rates and soybean sales. The desire for a deal has so consumed the Trump team that any grander strategy to contend with China's growing power seems to have gotten lost. Last week, Trump imposed high tariffs on India in an attempt to compel New Delhi to curtail purchases of Russian oil--angering a potential partner in the global competition with China.

Friendlier relations with China are certainly better than open hostility. The question has always been: At what cost? Trump may eventually seal a trade deal with China that benefits him, but not necessarily the nation.
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The Limits of Recognition

The move by several states to recognize Palestine will not end conflict in the Middle East--or at home.

by David Frum




On a prominent ridge in the center of Toronto stands a big stone castle. Built in the early 20th century, Casa Loma is now a popular venue for weddings and parties. The castle is flanked by some of the city's priciest domestic real estate. It is not, in short, the kind of site that usually goes unpoliced.

On May 27, Casa Loma was booked for a fundraiser by the Abraham Global Peace Initiative, a pro-Israel advocacy group. The gathering was to be addressed by Gilad Erdan, a former Israeli ambassador to the United Nations and United States.

A crowd of hundreds formed opposite the castle. They temporarily overwhelmed police lines, closing the street to the castle entrance. Protesters accosted and insulted individual attendees. One attendee, a former Canadian senator now in his 90s, told me about being pushed and jostled as police looked on. Eventually, two arrests were made, one for assaulting a police officer and the other for assaulting an attendee.

Last year, the city of Toronto averaged more than one anti-Jewish incident a day, accounting for 40 percent of all reported hate crimes in Canada's largest city. Jewish neighborhoods, Jewish hospitals, and Jewish places of worship have been the scenes of demonstrations by masked persons bearing flags and chanting hostile slogans.

Gunmen fired shots at a Toronto Jewish girls' school on three nights last year. A synagogue in Montreal was attacked with firebombs in late 2024. On Saturday, an assailant beat a Jewish man in a Montreal park in front of his children.

David Frum: There is no right to bully and harass

Canadian governments--federal, provincial, municipal--of course want to stop the violence. But their inescapable (if often unsayable) dilemma is that many of those same governments depend on voters who are sympathetic to the motives of the violent. Canadian authorities of all kinds have become frightened of important elements in their own populations. Just this week, the Toronto International Film Festival withdrew its invitation to a Canadian film about the invasion of southern Israel on October 7, 2023. The festival's statement cited legal concerns, including the fear that by incorporating footage that Hamas fighters filmed of their atrocities without "legal clearance," the film violated Hamas's copyright. (In polite Canada, it seems that even genocidal terrorists retain their intellectual-property claims.) Another and more plausible motive cited by the festival: fear of "potential threat of significant disruption." A small group of anti-Israel protesters invaded the festival's gala opening in 2024. The legal violations have been larger and more flagrant this year. All of this forms the backdrop necessary to understand why the Canadian government has joined the British and French governments in their intention to recognize a Palestinian state.

The plan began as a French diplomatic initiative. In July, France and Saudi Arabia co-chaired a United Nations conference on the two-state solution. Days before the conference began, French President Emmanuel Macron declared that his nation would recognize a Palestinian state in September.

The French initiative was almost immediately seconded by the British government. Canada quickly followed. This week, Australia added its weight to the group. Anti-Jewish violence has been even more pervasive and aggressive in Australia than in Canada, including the torching of a Sydney day-care center in January. (Germany declined to join the French initiative but imposed a limited arms embargo on Israel.)

All four governments assert that their plan offers no concessions to Hamas. All four insist that a hypothetical Palestinian state must be disarmed, must exclude Hamas from any role in governance, must renounce terrorism and incitement, and must accept Israel's right to exist. Those conditions often got omitted in media retellings, but they are included in all the communiques with heavy emphasis. As Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney told reporters on July 30: "Canada reiterates that Hamas must immediately release all hostages taken in the horrific terrorist attack of October 7, that Hamas must disarm, and that Hamas must play no role in the future governance of Palestine."

All those musts make these plans impossible to achieve, from the outset. How do the French, British, Canadian, and Australian governments imagine them being enforced, and by whom? Even now, after all this devastation, Hamas remains the most potent force in Palestinian politics. A May survey by a Palestinian research group, conducted in cooperation with the Netherland Representative Office in Ramallah, reported that an overwhelming majority of Palestinians reject the idea that Hamas's disarmament is a path to ending the war in Gaza, and a plurality said they would vote for a Hamas-led government. Observers might question the findings from Gaza, where Hamas can still intimidate respondents, but those in the West Bank also rejected the conditions of France, Britain, Canada, and Australia.

What does recognition mean anyway? Of UN member states, 147 already recognize a state of Palestine, including the economic superpowers China and India; regional giants such as Brazil, Indonesia, and Nigeria; and the European Union member states of Poland, Romania, Slovenia, and Sweden. About half of those recognitions date back to 1988, when Yasser Arafat proclaimed Palestinian independence from his exile in Algiers after the Israeli military drove Arafat's organization out of the territory it had occupied in Lebanon. Such diplomatic niceties do not alter realities. States are defined by control of territory and population. In that technical sense, Hamas in Gaza has proved itself to be more like a state than has the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank. Even the mighty United States learned that lesson the hard way over the 22 years from 1949 to 1971, when Washington pretended that the Nationalist regime headquartered in Taipei constituted the legitimate government of mainland China.

Macron, Carney, British Prime Minister Keir Starmer, and Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese are savvy, centrist politicians. All regard themselves as strong friends of Israel. Starmer in particular has fought hard to purge his Labour Party of the anti-Semitic elements to whom the door was opened by his predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn. If they're investing their prestige in a seemingly futile gesture, they must have good reason.

They do.

All four men lead political coalitions that are fast turning against Israel. Pressure is building on the leaders to vent their supporters' anger, and embracing the French initiative creates a useful appearance of action.

The Canadian example is particularly stark. Prime Minister Carney has pivoted in many ways from the progressive record of his predecessor, Justin Trudeau. He canceled an increase in the capital-gains tax that Trudeau had scheduled. He dropped from the cabinet a housing minister who had championed a major government-led building program. (The program remains, but under leadership less beholden to activists.) Carney has committed to a major expansion of the Canadian energy sector after almost a decade of dissension between energy producers and Ottawa. The new Carney government is also increasing military spending. Many on the Canadian left feel betrayed and frustrated. Recognizing a Palestinian state is a concession that may appease progressives irked by Carney's other moves toward the political center.

But appeasement will not work. In the Middle East, the initiative by France, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom has already pushed the region away from stability, not toward it. Cease-fire talks with Hamas "fell apart" on the day that Macron declared his intent to recognize a Palestinian state, according to Secretary of State Marco Rubio. Hamas then released harrowing photographs of starved Israeli hostages, one shown digging his own grave. Embarrassed pro-recognition leaders had to deliver a new round of condemnations of Hamas at the very moment they were trying to pressure Israel to abandon its fight against Hamas.

Nor does the promise of Palestinian recognition seem to be buying the four leaders the domestic quiet they had hoped for. On Sunday, British police arrested more than 500 people for demonstrating in support of a pro-Palestine group proscribed because of its acts of violence against British military installations. Those arrests amounted to the largest one-day total in the U.K. in a decade.

Hours before Prime Minister Albanese's statement promising recognition, some 90,000 pro-Palestinian demonstrators blocked traffic on Sydney Harbour Bridge. Their organizers issued four demands--recognition was not one of them. "What we marched for on Sunday, and what we've been protesting for two years, is not recognition of a non-existent Palestinian state that Israel is in the process of wiping out," a group leader told CNN. "What we are demanding is that the Australian government sanction Israel and stop the two-way arms trade with Israel."

On August 6, 60 anti-Israel protesters mobbed the private residence of former Canadian Foreign Minister Melanie Joly, banging pots and projecting messages onto her Montreal dwelling--an action especially provocative because Canadian cabinet ministers are not normally protected by personal security detachments. The present foreign minister, Anita Anand, had to close her constituency office in Oakville, a suburb of Toronto, because of threats to the staff who worked there.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

The issue for protesters is Israel, not Palestine. During the Syrian civil war, more than 3,000 Palestinian refugees in the country were killed by Syrian government forces, hundreds of them by torture. Nobody blocked the Sydney Harbour Bridge over that. It's Israel's standing as a Western-style state that energizes the movement against it and that is unlikely to change no matter what shifts in protocol Western governments adopt. After all, on October 6, 2023, Gaza was functionally a Palestinian state living alongside Israel. If the pro-Palestinian groups in the West had valued that status, they should have reacted to October 7 with horror, if nothing else for the existential threat that the attacks posed to any Palestinian state-building project. Instead, many in the pro-Palestinian diaspora--and even at the highest levels of Palestinian official life--applauded the terror attacks with jubilant anti-Jewish enthusiasm.

The chants of "from the river to the sea" heard at these events reveal something important about the pro-Palestinian movement in the democratic West. The slogan expresses an all-or-nothing fantasy: either the thrilling overthrow of settler colonialism in all the land of Palestine, or else the glorious martyrdom of the noble resistance. It's not at all clear that ordinary Palestinians actually living in the region feel the same way. The exact numbers fluctuate widely depending on how the question is framed, but at least a significant minority--and possibly a plurality--of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza would accept coexistence with Israel if that acceptance brought some kind of state of their own. But their supporters living in the West can disregard such trade-offs. They can exult in the purity of passion and still enjoy a comfortable life in a capitalist democracy. These are the people that Albanese, Carney, Macron, and Starmer are trying so desperately to satisfy. They are unlikely to succeed.

The Hamas terror attacks of October 7 provoked a war of fearsome scale. Almost two years later, the region is almost unrecognizable. Tens of thousands have been killed, and much of Gaza laid to ruin. Almost every known leader of Hamas is dead. Hezbollah has been broken as a military force. The Assad regime in Syria has been toppled and replaced. The United States directly struck Iran, and the Iranian nuclear program seems to have been pushed years backward, if not destroyed altogether.

In this world upended, the creative minds of Western diplomacy have concluded that the best way forward is to revert to the Oslo peace process of 30 years ago. The Oslo process ended when the Palestinian leadership walked away from President Bill Clinton's best and final offer without making a counteroffer--and gambled everything on the merciless terrorist violence of the Second Intifada. Now here we are again, after another failed Palestinian terror campaign, and there is only one idea energizing Western foreign ministries: That thing that failed before? Let's try it one more time. But this time, the hope is not to bring peace to the Middle East. They hope instead to bring peace to their own streets. The undertaking is a testament either to human perseverance, or to the eternal bureaucratic faith in peace through fog.
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Canada Is Killing Itself

The country gave its citizens the right to die. Doctors are struggling to keep up with demand.

by Elaina Plott Calabro


At a hospital in Quebec, a pharmacist prepares the drugs used in euthanasia. (Johnny C. Y. Lam for The Atlantic)



The euthanasia conference was held at a Sheraton. Some 300 Canadian professionals, most of them clinicians, had arrived for the annual event. There were lunch buffets and complimentary tote bags; attendees could look forward to a Friday-night social outing, with a DJ, at an event space above Par-Tee Putt in downtown Vancouver. "The most important thing," one doctor told me, "is the networking."

Which is to say that it might have been any other convention in Canada. Over the past decade, practitioners of euthanasia have become as familiar as orthodontists or plastic surgeons are with the mundane rituals of lanyards and drink tickets and It's been so long s outside the ballroom of a four-star hotel. The difference is that, 10 years ago, what many of the attendees here do for work would have been considered homicide.

When Canada's Parliament in 2016 legalized the practice of euthanasia--Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID, as it's formally called--it launched an open-ended medical experiment. One day, administering a lethal injection to a patient was against the law; the next, it was as legitimate as a tonsillectomy, but often with less of a wait. MAID now accounts for about one in 20 deaths in Canada--more than Alzheimer's and diabetes combined--surpassing countries where assisted dying has been legal for far longer.

It is too soon to call euthanasia a lifestyle option in Canada, but from the outset it has proved a case study in momentum. MAID began as a practice limited to gravely ill patients who were already at the end of life. The law was then expanded to include people who were suffering from serious medical conditions but not facing imminent death. In two years, MAID will be made available to those suffering only from mental illness. Parliament has also recommended granting access to minors.

At the center of the world's fastest-growing euthanasia regime is the concept of patient autonomy. Honoring a patient's wishes is of course a core value in medicine. But here it has become paramount, allowing Canada's MAID advocates to push for expansion in terms that brook no argument, refracted through the language of equality, access, and compassion. As Canada contends with ever-evolving claims on the right to die, the demand for euthanasia has begun to outstrip the capacity of clinicians to provide it.

There have been unintended consequences: Some Canadians who cannot afford to manage their illness have sought doctors to end their life. In certain situations, clinicians have faced impossible ethical dilemmas. At the same time, medical professionals who decided early on to reorient their career toward assisted death no longer feel compelled to tiptoe around the full, energetic extent of their devotion to MAID. Some clinicians in Canada have euthanized hundreds of patients.

The two-day conference in Vancouver was sponsored by a professional group called the Canadian Association of MAiD Assessors and Providers. Stefanie Green, a physician on Vancouver Island and one of the organization's founders, told me how her decades as a maternity doctor had helped equip her for this new chapter in her career. In both fields, she explained, she was guiding a patient through an "essentially natural event"--the emotional and medical choreography "of the most important days in their life." She continued the analogy: "I thought, Well, one is like delivering life into the world, and the other feels like transitioning and delivering life out." And so Green does not refer to her MAID deaths only as "provisions"--the term for euthanasia that most clinicians have adopted. She also calls them "deliveries."

Gord Gubitz, a neurologist from Nova Scotia, told me that people often ask him about the "stress" and "trauma" and "strife" of his work as a MAID provider. Isn't it so emotionally draining? In fact, for him it is just the opposite. He finds euthanasia to be "energizing"--the "most meaningful work" of his career. "It's a happy sad, right?" he explained. "It's really sad that you were in so much pain. It is sad that your family is racked with grief. But we're so happy you got what you wanted."

From the June 2023 issue: David Brooks on how Canada's assisted-suicide law went wrong

Has Canada itself gotten what it wanted? Nine years after the legalization of assisted death, Canada's leaders seem to regard MAID from a strange, almost anthropological remove: as if the future of euthanasia is no more within their control than the laws of physics; as if continued expansion is not a reality the government is choosing so much as conceding. This is the story of an ideology in motion, of what happens when a nation enshrines a right before reckoning with the totality of its logic. If autonomy in death is sacrosanct, is there anyone who shouldn't be helped to die?

Rishad Usmani remembers the first patient he killed. She was 77 years old and a former Ice Capades skater, and she had severe spinal stenosis. Usmani, the woman's family physician on Vancouver Island, had tried to talk her out of the decision to die. He would always do that, he told me, when patients first asked about medically assisted death, because often what he found was that people simply wanted to be comfortable, to have their pain controlled; that when they reckoned, really reckoned, with the finality of it all, they realized they didn't actually want euthanasia. But this patient was sure: She was suffering, not just from the pain but from the pain medication too. She wanted to die.

On December 13, 2018, Usmani arrived at the woman's home in the town of Comox, British Columbia. He was joined by a more senior physician, who would supervise the procedure, and a nurse, who would start the intravenous line. The patient lay in a hospital bed, her sister next to her, holding her hand. Usmani asked her a final time if she was sure; she said she was. He administered 10 milligrams of midazolam, a fast-acting sedative, then 40 milligrams of lidocaine to numb the vein in preparation for the 1,000 milligrams of propofol, which would induce a deep coma. Finally he injected 200 milligrams of a paralytic agent called rocuronium, which would bring an end to breathing, ultimately causing the heart to stop.

Usmani drew his stethoscope to the woman's chest and listened. To his quiet alarm, he could hear the heart still beating. In fact, as the seconds passed, it seemed to be quickening. He glanced at his supervisor. Where had he messed up? But as soon as they locked eyes, he understood: He was listening to his own heartbeat.

Many clinicians in Canada who have provided medical assistance in dying have a story like this, about the tangle of nerves and uncertainties that attended their first case. Death itself is something every clinician knows intimately, the grief and pallor and paperwork of it. To work in medicine is to step each day into the worst days of other people's lives. But approaching death as a procedure, as something to be scheduled over Outlook, took some getting used to. In Canada, it is no longer a novel and remarkable event. As of 2023, the last year for which data are available, some 60,300 Canadians had been legally helped to their death by clinicians. In Quebec, more than 7 percent of all deaths are by euthanasia--the highest rate of any jurisdiction in the world. "I have two or three provisions every week now, and it's continuing to go up every year," Claude Rivard, a family doctor in suburban Montreal, told me.

Rivard has thus far provided for more than 600 patients and helps train clinicians new to MAID. This spring, I watched from the back of a small classroom in a Vancouver hospital as Rivard led a workshop on intraosseous infusion--administering drugs directly into the bone marrow, a useful skill for MAID clinicians, Rivard explained, in the event of IV failure. Arranged on absorbent pads across the back row of tables were eight pig knuckles, bulbous and pink. After a PowerPoint presentation, the dozen or so attendees took turns with different injection devices, from the primitive (manual needles) to the modern (bone-injection guns). Hands cramped around hollow steel needles as the workshop attendees struggled to twist and drive the tools home. This was the last thing, the clinicians later agreed, that patients would want to see as they lay trying to die. Practitioners needed to learn. "Every detail matters," Rivard told the class; he preferred the bone-injection gun himself.
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The details of the assisted-death experience have become a preoccupation of Canadian life. Patients meticulously orchestrate their final moments, planning celebrations around them: weekend house parties before a Sunday-night euthanasia in the garden; a Catholic priest to deliver last rites; extended-family renditions of "Auld Lang Syne" at the bedside. For $10.99, you can design your MAID experience with the help of the Be Ceremonial app; suggested rituals include a story altar, a forgiveness ceremony, and the collecting of tears from witnesses. On the Disrupting Death podcast, hosted by an educator and a social worker in Ontario, guests share ideas on subjects such as normalizing the MAID process for children facing the death of an adult in their life--a pajama party at a funeral home; painting a coffin in a schoolyard.

Autonomy, choice, control: These are the values that found purchase with the great majority of Canadians in February 2015, when, in a case spearheaded by the British Columbia Civil Liberties Association, the supreme court of Canada unanimously overturned the country's criminal ban on medically assisted death. For advocates, the victory had been decades in the making--the culmination of a campaign that had grown in fervor since the 1990s, when Canada's high court narrowly ruled against physician-assisted death in a case brought by a patient with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or ALS. "We're talking about a competent person making a choice about their death," one longtime right-to-die activist said while celebrating the new ruling. "Don't access this choice if you don't want--but stay away from my death bed." A year later, in June 2016, Parliament passed the first legislation officially permitting medical assistance in dying for eligible adults, placing Canada among the handful of countries (including Belgium, Switzerland, and the Netherlands) and U.S. states (Oregon, Vermont, and California, among others) that already allowed some version of the practice.

Read: How do I make sense of my mother's decision to die?

The new law approved medical assistance in dying for adults who had a "grievous and irremediable medical condition" causing them "intolerable suffering," and who faced a "reasonably foreseeable" natural death. To qualify, patients needed two clinicians to sign off on their application, and the law required a 10-day "reflection period" before the procedure could take place. Patients could choose to die either by euthanasia--having a clinician administer the drugs directly--or, alternatively, by assisted suicide, in which a patient self-administers a lethal prescription orally. (Virtually all MAID deaths in Canada have been by euthanasia.) When the procedure was set to begin, patients were required to give final consent.

The law, in other words, was premised on the concept of patient autonomy, but within narrow boundaries. Rather than force someone with, say, late-stage cancer to suffer to the very end, MAID would allow patients to depart on their own terms: to experience a "dignified death," as proponents called it. That the threshold of eligibility for MAID would be high--and stringent--was presented to the public as self-evident, although the criteria themselves were vague when you looked closely. For instance, what constituted "reasonably foreseeable"? Two months? Two years? Canada's Department of Justice suggested only "a period of time that is not too remote."

Provincial health authorities were left to fill in the blanks. Following the law's passage, doctors, nurse practitioners, pharmacists, and lawyers scrambled to draw up the regulatory fine print for a procedure that until then had been legally classified as culpable homicide. How should the assessment process work? What drugs should be used? Particularly vexing was the question of whether it should be clinicians or patients who initiated conversations about assisted death. Some argued that doctors and nurses had a professional obligation to broach the subject of MAID with potentially eligible patients, just as they would any other "treatment option." Others feared that patients could interpret this as a recommendation--indeed, feared that talking about assisted death as a medical treatment, like Lasik surgery or a hip replacement, was dangerous in itself.

Early on, a number of health-care professionals refused to engage in any way with MAID--some because of religious beliefs, and others because, in their view, it violated a medical duty to "do no harm." For many clinicians, the ethical and logistical challenges of MAID only compounded the stress of working within Canada's public-health-care system, beset by years of funding cuts and staffing shortages. The median wait time for general surgery is about 22 weeks. For orthopedic surgery, it's more than a year. For some kinds of mental-health services, the wait time can be longer.

As the first assessment requests trickled in, even many clinicians who believed strongly in the right to an assisted death were reluctant to do the actual assisting. Some told me they agreed to take on patients only after realizing that no one else--in their hospital or even their region--was willing to go first. Matt Kutcher, a physician on Prince Edward Island, was more open to MAID than others, but acknowledged the challenge of building the practice of assisted death virtually from scratch. "The reality," he said, "is that we were all just kind of making it up as we went along, very cautiously."

On a rainy spring evening in 2017, Kutcher drove to a farmhouse by the sea to administer the first state-sanctioned act of euthanasia in his province. The patient, Paul Couvrette, had learned about MAID from his wife, Liana Brittain, in 2015, soon after the supreme-court decision. He had just been diagnosed with lung cancer, and while processing this fact in the parking lot of the clinic had turned to his wife and announced: "I'm not going to have cancer. I'm going to kill myself." Brittain told her husband this was a bit dramatic. "You know, dear, you don't have to do that," she recalls responding. "The government will do it for you, and they'll do it for free." Couvrette had marveled at the news, because although he was open to surgery, he had no interest in chemotherapy or radiation. MAID, Brittain told me, gave her husband the relief of a "back door." By early 2017, the cancer had spread to Couvrette's brain; the 72-year-old became largely bedridden. He set his MAID procedure for May 10--the couple's wedding anniversary.

Kutcher and a nurse had agreed to come early and join the extended family--children, a granddaughter--for Couvrette's final dinner: seafood chowder and gluten-free biscuits. Only Brittain would eventually join Couvrette in the downstairs bedroom; the rest of the family and the couple's two dogs would wait outside on the beach. There was a shared understanding, Kutcher recalled, that "this was something none of us had experienced before, and we didn't really know what we were in for." What followed was a "beautiful death"--that was what the local newspaper called it, Brittain told me. Couvrette's last words to his wife came from their wedding vows: I'll love you forever, plus three days.

Kutcher wrestled at first with the sheer strangeness of the experience--how quickly it was over, packing up his equipment at the side of a dead man who just 10 minutes earlier had been talking with him, very much alive. But he went home believing he had done the right thing for his patient.

For proponents, Couvrette epitomized the ideal MAID candidate, motivated not by an impulsive death wish but by a considered desire to reclaim control of his fate from a terminal disease. The lobbying group Dying With Dignity Canada celebrated Couvrette's "empowering choice and journey" as part of a showcase on its website of "good deaths" made possible by the new law. There was also the surgeon in Nova Scotia with Parkinson's who "died the same way he lived--on his own terms." And there were the Toronto couple in their 90s who, in a "dream ending to their storybook romance," underwent MAID together.

Such heartfelt accounts tended to center on the white, educated, financially stable patients who represented the typical MAID recipient. The stories did not precisely capture what many clinicians were discovering also to be true: that if dying by MAID was dying with dignity, some deaths felt considerably more dignified than others. Not everyone has coastal homes or children and grandchildren who can gather in love and solidarity. This was made clear to Sandy Buchman, a palliative-care physician in Toronto, during one of his early MAID cases, when a patient, "all alone," gave final consent from a mattress on the floor of a rental apartment. Buchman recalls having to kneel next to the mattress in the otherwise empty space to administer the drugs. "It was horrible," he told me. "You can see how challenging, how awful, things can be."

In 2018, Buchman co-founded a nonprofit organization called MAiDHouse. The aim was to create a "third place" of sorts for people who want to die somewhere other than a hospital or at home. Finding a location proved difficult; many landlords were resistant. But by 2022, MAiDHouse had leased the space in Toronto from which it operates today. (For security reasons, the location is not public.) Tekla Hendrickson, the executive director of MAiDHouse, told me the space was designed to feel warm and familiar but also adaptable to the wishes of the person using it: furniture light enough to rearrange, bare surfaces for flowers or photos or any other personal items. "Sometimes they have champagne, sometimes they come in limos, sometimes they wear ball gowns," Hendrickson said. The act of euthanasia itself takes place in a La-Z-Boy-like recliner, with adjacent rooms available for family and friends who may prefer not to witness the procedure. According to the MAiDHouse website, the body is then transferred to a funeral home by attendants who arrive in unmarked cars and depart "discreetly."

Since its founding, MAiDHouse has provided space and support for more than 100 deaths. The group's homepage displays a photograph of dandelion seeds scattering in a gentle wind. A second MAiDHouse location recently opened in Victoria, British Columbia. In the organization's 2023 annual report, the chair of the board noted that MAiDHouse's followers on LinkedIn had increased by 85 percent; its new Instagram profile was gaining followers too. More to the point, the number of provisions performed at MAiDHouse had doubled over the previous year--"astounding progress for such a young organization."

In the early days of MAID, some clinicians found themselves at once surprised and conflicted by the fulfillment they experienced in helping people die. A few months after the law's passage, Stefanie Green, whom I'd met at the conference in Vancouver, acknowledged to herself how "upbeat" she'd felt following a recent provision--"a little hyped up on adrenaline," as she later put it in a memoir about her first year providing medical assistance in death. Green realized it was gratification she was feeling: A patient had come to her in immense pain, and she had been in a position to offer relief. In the end, she believed, she had "given a gift to a dying man."

Green had at first been reluctant to reveal her feelings to anyone, afraid that she might be viewed, she recalled, as a "psychopath." But she did eventually confide in a small group of fellow MAID practitioners. Green and several colleagues realized that there was a need for a formal community of professionals. In 2017, they officially launched the group whose meeting I attended.

There was a time when Madeline Li would have felt perfectly at home among the other clinicians who convened that weekend at the Sheraton. In the early years of MAID, few physicians exerted more influence over the new regime than Li. The Toronto-based cancer psychiatrist led the development of the MAID program at the University Health Network, the largest teaching-hospital system in Canada, and in 2017 saw her framework published in The New England Journal of Medicine.
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It was not long into her practice, however, that Li's confidence in the direction of her country's MAID program began to falter. For all of her expertise, not even Li was sure what to do about a patient in his 30s whom she encountered in 2018.

The man had gone to the emergency room complaining of excruciating pain and was eventually diagnosed with cancer. The prognosis was good, a surgeon assured him, with a 65 percent chance of a cure. But the man said he didn't want treatment; he wanted MAID. Startled, the surgeon referred him to a medical oncologist to discuss chemo; perhaps the man just didn't want surgery. The patient proceeded to tell the medical oncologist that he didn't want treatment of any kind; he wanted MAID. He said the same thing to a radiation oncologist, a palliative-care physician, and a psychiatrist, before finally complaining to the patient-relations department that the hospital was barring his access to MAID. Li arranged to meet with him.

Canada's MAID law defines a "grievous and irremediable medical condition" in part as a "serious and incurable illness, disease, or disability." As for what constitutes incurability, however, the law says nothing--and of the various textual ambiguities that caused anxiety for clinicians early on, this one ranked near the top. Did "incurable" mean a lack of any available treatment? Did it mean the likelihood of an available treatment not working? Prominent MAID advocates put forth what soon became the predominant interpretation: A medical condition was incurable if it could not be cured by means acceptable to the patient.

This had made sense to Li. If an elderly woman with chronic myelogenous leukemia had no wish to endure a highly toxic course of chemo and radiation, why should she be compelled to? But here was a young man with a likely curable cancer who nevertheless was adamant about dying. "I mean, he was so, so clear," Li told me. "I talked to him about What if you had a 100 percent chance? Would you want treatment? And he said no." He didn't want to suffer through the treatment or the side effects, he explained; just having a colonoscopy had traumatized him. When Li assured the man that they could treat the side effects, he said she wasn't understanding him: Yes, they could give him medication for the pain, but then he would have to first experience the pain. He didn't want to experience the pain.

What was Li left with? According to prevailing standards, the man's refusal to attempt treatment rendered his disease incurable and his natural death was reasonably foreseeable. He met the eligibility criteria as Li understood them. But the whole thing seemed wrong to her. Seeking advice, she described the basics of the case in a private email group for MAID practitioners under the heading "Eligible, but Reasonable?" "And what was very clear to me from the replies I got," Li told me, "is that many people have no ethical or clinical qualms about this--that it's all about a patient's autonomy, and if a patient wants this, it's not up to us to judge. We should provide."

And so she did. She regretted her decision almost as soon as the man's heart stopped beating. "What I've learned since is: Eligible doesn't mean you should provide MAID," Li told me. "You can be eligible because the law is so full of holes, but that doesn't mean it clinically makes sense." Li no longer interprets "incurable" as at the sole discretion of the patient. The problem, she feels, is that the law permits such a wide spectrum of interpretations to begin with. Many decisions about life and death turn on the personal values of practitioners and patients rather than on any objective medical criteria.

By 2020, Li had overseen hundreds of MAID cases, about 95 percent of which were "very straightforward," she said. They involved people who had terminal conditions and wanted the same control in death as they'd enjoyed in life. It was the 5 percent that worried her--not just the young man, but vulnerable people more generally, whom the safeguards had possibly failed. Patients whose only "terminal condition," really, was age. Li recalled an especially divisive early case for her team involving an elderly woman who'd fractured her hip. She understood that the rest of her life would mean becoming only weaker and enduring more falls, and she "just wasn't going to have it." The woman was approved for MAID on the basis of frailty.

Li had tried to understand the assessor's reasoning. According to an actuarial table, the woman, given her age and medical circumstances, had a life expectancy of five or six more years. But what if the woman had been slightly younger and the number was closer to eight years--would the clinician have approved her then? "And they said, well, they weren't sure, and that's my point," Li explained. "There's no standard here; it's just kind of up to you." The concept of a "completed life, or being tired of life," as sufficient for MAID is "controversial in Europe and theoretically not legal in Canada," Li said. "But the truth is, it is legal in Canada. It always has been, and it's happening in these frailty cases."

Li supports medical assistance in dying when appropriate. What troubles her is the federal government's deferring of responsibility in managing it--establishing principles, setting standards, enforcing boundaries. She believes most physicians in Canada share her "muddy middle" position. But that position, she said, is also "the most silent."

In 2014, when the question of medically assisted death had come before Canada's supreme court, Etienne Montero, a civil-law professor and at the time the president of the European Institute of Bioethics, warned in testimony that the practice of euthanasia, once legal, was impossible to control. Montero had been retained by the attorney general of Canada to discuss the experience of assisted death in Belgium--how a regime that had begun with "extremely strict" criteria had steadily evolved, through loose interpretations and lax enforcement, to accommodate many of the very patients it had once pledged to protect. When a patient's autonomy is paramount, Montero argued, expansion is inevitable: "Sooner or later, a patient's repeated wish will take precedence over strict statutory conditions." In the end, the Canadian justices were unmoved; Belgium's "permissive" system, they contended, was the "product of a very different medico-legal culture" and therefore offered "little insight into how a Canadian regime might operate." In a sense, this was correct: It took Belgium more than 20 years to reach an assisted-death rate of 3 percent. Canada needed only five.

In retrospect, the expansion of MAID would seem to have been inevitable; Justin Trudeau, then Canada's prime minister, said as much back in 2016, when he called his country's newly passed MAID law "a big first step" in what would be an "evolution." Five years later, in March 2021, the government enacted a new two-track system of eligibility, relaxing existing safeguards and extending MAID to a broader swath of Canadians. Patients approved for an assisted death under Track 1, as it was now called--meaning the original end-of-life context--were no longer required to wait 10 days before receiving MAID; they could die on the day of approval. Track 2, meanwhile, legalized MAID for adults whose deaths were not reasonably foreseeable--people suffering from chronic pain, for example, or from certain neurological disorders. Although cost savings have never been mentioned as an explicit rationale for expansion, the parliamentary budget office anticipated annual savings in health-care costs of nearly $150 million as a result of the expanded MAID regime.

The 2021 law did provide for additional safeguards unique to Track 2. Assessors had to ensure that applicants gave "serious consideration"--a phrase left undefined--to "reasonable and available means" to alleviate their suffering. In addition, they had to affirm that the patients had been directed toward such options. Track 2 assessments were also required to span at least 90 days. For any MAID assessment, clinicians must be satisfied not only that a patient's suffering is enduring and intolerable, but that it is a function of a physical medical condition rather than mental illness, say, or financial instability. Suffering is never perfectly reducible, of course--a crisp study in cause and effect. But when a patient is already dying, the role of physical disease isn't usually a mystery, either.
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Track 2 introduced a web of moral complexities and clinical demands. For many practitioners, one major new factor was the sheer amount of time required to understand why the person before them--not terminally ill--was asking, at that particular moment, to die. Clinicians would have to untangle the physical experience of chronic illness and disability from the structural inequities and mental-health struggles that often attend it. In a system where access to social supports and medical services varies so widely, this was no small challenge, and many clinicians ultimately chose not to expand their practice to include Track 2 patients.

There is no clear official data on how many clinicians are willing to take on Track 2 cases. The government's most recent information indicates that, in 2023, out of 2,200 MAID practitioners overall, a mere 89 were responsible for about 30 percent of all Track 2 provisions. Jonathan Reggler, a family physician on Vancouver Island, is among that small group. He openly acknowledges the challenges involved in assessing Track 2 patients, as well as the basic "discomfort" that comes with ending the life of someone who is not in fact dying. "I can think of cases that I've dealt with where you're really asking yourself, Why? " he told me. "Why now? Why is it that this cluster of problems is causing you such distress where another person wouldn't be distressed? "

Yet Reggler feels duty bound to move beyond his personal discomfort. As he explained it, "Once you accept that people ought to have autonomy--once you accept that life is not sacred and something that can only be taken by God, a being I don't believe in--then, if you're in that work, some of us have to go forward and say, 'We'll do it.' "

For some MAID practitioners, however, it took encountering an eligible patient for them to realize the true extent of their unease with Track 2. One physician, who requested anonymity because he was not authorized by his hospital to speak publicly, recalled assessing a patient in their 30s with nerve damage. The pain was such that they couldn't go outside; even the touch of a breeze would inflame it. "They had seen every kind of specialist," he said. The patient had tried nontraditional therapies too--acupuncture, Reiki, "everything." As the physician saw it, the patient's condition was serious and incurable, it was causing intolerable suffering, and the suffering could not seem to be relieved. "I went through all of the tick boxes, and by the letter of the law, they clearly met the criteria for all of these things, right? That said, I felt a little bit queasy." The patient was young, with a condition that is not terminal and is usually treatable. But "I didn't feel it was my place to tell them no."

He was not comfortable doing the procedure himself, however. He recalled telling the MAID office in his region, "Look, I did the assessment. The patient meets the criteria. But I just can't--I can't do this." Another clinician stepped in.

In 2023, Track 2 accounted for 622 MAID deaths in Canada--just over 4 percent of cases, up from 3.5 percent in 2022. Whether the proportion continues to rise is anyone's guess. Some argue that primary-care providers are best positioned to negotiate the complexities of Track 2 cases, given their familiarity with the patient making the request--their family situation, medical history, social circumstances. This is how assisted death is typically approached in other countries, including Belgium and the Netherlands. But in Canada, the system largely developed around the MAID coordination centers assembled in the provinces, complete with 1-800 numbers for self-referrals. The result is that MAID assessors generally have no preexisting relationship with the patients they're assessing.

How do you navigate, then, the hidden corridors of a stranger's suffering? Claude Rivard told me about a Track 2 patient who had called to cancel his scheduled euthanasia. As a result of a motorcycle accident, the man could not walk; now blind, he was living in a long-term-care facility and rarely had visitors; he had been persistent in his request for MAID. But when his family learned that he'd applied and been approved, they started visiting him again. "And it changed everything," Rivard said. He was in contact with his children again. He was in contact with his ex-wife again. "He decided, 'No, I still have pleasure in life, because the family, the kids are coming; even if I can't see them, I can touch them, and I can talk to them, so I'm changing my mind.' "

I asked Rivard whether this turn of events--the apparent plasticity of the man's desire to die--had given him pause about approving the patient for MAID in the first place. Not at all, he said. "I had no control on what the family was going to do."

Some of the opposition to MAID in Canada is religious in character. The Catholic Church condemns euthanasia, though Church influence in Canada, as elsewhere, has waned dramatically, particularly where it was once strongest, in Quebec. But from the outset there were other concerns, chief among them the worry that assisted death, originally authorized for one class of patient, would eventually become legal for a great many others too. National disability-rights groups warned that Canadians with physical and intellectual disabilities--people whose lives were already undervalued in society, and of whom 17 percent live in poverty--would be at particular risk. As assisted death became "sanitized," one group argued, "more and more will be encouraged to choose this option, further entrenching the 'better off dead' message in public consciousness."
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For these critics, the "reasonably foreseeable" death requirement had been the solitary consolation in an otherwise lost constitutional battle. The elimination of that protection with the creation of Track 2 reinforced their conviction that MAID would result in Canada's most marginalized citizens being subtly coerced into premature death. Canadian officials acknowledged these concerns--"We know that in some places in our country, it's easier to access MAID than it is to get a wheelchair," Carla Qualtrough, the disability-inclusion minister, admitted in 2020--but reiterated that socioeconomic suffering was not a legal basis for MAID. Justin Trudeau took pains to assure the public that patients were not being backed into assisted death because of their inability to afford proper housing, say, or get timely access to medical care. It "simply isn't something that ends up happening," he said.

Sathya Dhara Kovac, of Winnipeg, knew otherwise. Before dying by MAID in 2022, at the age of 44, Kovac wrote her own obituary. She explained that life with ALS had "not been easy"; it was, as far as illnesses went, a "shitty" one. But the illness itself was not the reason she wanted to die. Kovac told the local press prior to being euthanized that she had fought unsuccessfully to get adequate home-care services; she needed more than the 55 hours a week covered by the province, couldn't afford the cost of a private agency to take care of the balance, and didn't want to be relegated to a long-term-care facility. "Ultimately it was not a genetic disease that took me out, it was a system," Kovac wrote. "I could have had more time if I had more help."

Earlier this spring, I met in Vancouver with Marcia Doherty; she was approved for Track 2 MAID shortly after it was legalized, four years ago. The 57-year-old has suffered for most of her life from complex chronic illnesses, including myalgic encephalomyelitis, fibromyalgia, and Epstein-Barr virus. Her daily experience of pain is so total that it is best captured in terms of what doesn't hurt (the tips of her ears; sometimes the tip of her nose) as opposed to all the places that do. Yet at the core of her suffering is not only the pain itself, Doherty told me; it's that, as the years go by, she can't afford the cost of managing it. Only a fraction of the treatments she relies on are covered by her province's health-care plan, and with monthly disability assistance her only consistent income, she is overwhelmed with medical debt. Doherty understands that someday, the pressure may simply become too much. "I didn't apply for MAID because I want to be dead," she told me. "I applied for MAID on ruthless practicality."

It is difficult to understand MAID in such circumstances as a triumphant act of autonomy--as if the state, by facilitating death where it has failed to provide adequate resources to live, has somehow given its most vulnerable citizens the dignity of choice. In January 2024, a quadriplegic man named Normand Meunier entered a Quebec hospital with a respiratory infection; after four days confined to an emergency-room stretcher, unable to secure a proper mattress despite his partner's pleas, he developed a painful bedsore that led him to apply for MAID. "I don't want to be a burden," he told Radio-Canada the day before he was euthanized, that March.

Read: Brittany Maynard and the challenge of dying with dignity

Nearly half of all Canadians who have died by MAID viewed themselves as a burden on family and friends. For some disabled citizens, the availability of assisted death has sowed doubt about how the medical establishment itself sees them--about whether their lives are in fact considered worthy of saving. In the fall of 2022, a 49-year-old Nova Scotia woman who is physically disabled and had recently been diagnosed with breast cancer was readying for a lifesaving mastectomy when a member of her surgical team began working through a list of pre-op questions about her medications and the last time she ate--and was she familiar with medical assistance in dying? The woman told me she felt suddenly and acutely aware of her body, the tissue-thin gown that wouldn't close. "It left me feeling like maybe I should be second-guessing my decision," she recalled. "It was the thing I was thinking about as I went under; when I woke up, it was the first thought in my head." Fifteen months later, when the woman returned for a second mastectomy, she was again asked if she was aware of MAID. Today she still wonders if, were she not disabled, the question would even have been asked. Gus Grant, the registrar and CEO of the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Nova Scotia, has said that the timing of the queries to this woman was "clearly inappropriate and insensitive," but he also emphasized that "there's a difference between raising the topic of discussing awareness about MAID, and possible eligibility, from offering MAID."

And yet there is also a reason why, in some countries, clinicians are either expressly prohibited or generally discouraged from initiating conversations about assisted death. However sensitively the subject is broached, death never presents itself neutrally; to regard the line between an "offer" and a simple recitation of information as somehow self-evident is to ignore this fact, as well as the power imbalance that freights a health professional's every gesture with profound meaning. Perhaps the now-suspended Veterans Affairs caseworker who, in 2022, was found by the department to have "inappropriately raised" MAID with several service members had meant no harm. But according to testimony, one combat veteran was so shaken by the exchange--he had called seeking support for his ailments and was not suicidal, but was told that MAID was preferable to "blowing your brains out"--that he left the country.

In 2023, Kathrin Mentler, who lives with concurrent mental and physical disabilities, including rheumatoid arthritis and other forms of chronic pain, arrived at Vancouver General Hospital asking for help amid a suicidal crisis. Mentler has stated in a sworn affidavit that the hospital clinician who performed the intake told her that although they could contact the on-call psychiatrist, no beds were available in the unit. The clinician then asked if Mentler had ever considered MAID, describing it as a "peaceful" process compared with her recent suicide attempt via overdose, for which she'd been hospitalized. Mentler said that she left the hospital in a "panic," and that the encounter had validated many of her worst fears: that she was a "burden" on an overtaxed system and that it would be "reasonable" for her to want to die. (In response to press reports about Mentler's experience, the regional health authority said that the conversation was part of a "clinical evaluation" to assess suicide risk and that staff are required to "explore all available care options" with patients.)

MAID advocates dispute the charge that disabled Canadians are being quietly or overtly pressured to consider assisted death, calling it a myth generated by what they view as sensationalized accounts in the press; in parliamentary hearings, lawmakers, citing federal data, have emphasized that "only a small number" of MAID recipients are unable to access the medical services and social supports they require. Even so, this past March, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities formally called for the repeal of Track 2 MAID in Canada--arguing that the federal government had "fundamentally changed" the premise of assisted dying on the basis of "negative, ableist perceptions of the quality and value" of disabled lives, without addressing the systemic inequalities that amplify their perceived suffering.

Marcia Doherty agrees that it should never have come to this: her country resolving to assist her and other disabled citizens more in death than in life. She is furious that she has been "allowed to deteriorate," despite advocating for herself before every agency and official capable of effecting change. But she is adamantly opposed to any repeal of Track 2. She expressed a sentiment I heard from others in my reporting: that the "relief" of knowing an assisted death is available to her, should the despair become unbearable, has empowered her in the fight to live.

Doherty may someday decide to access MAID. But she doesn't want anyone ever to say she "chose" it.

Ellen Wiebe never had reservations about taking on Track 2 cases--indeed, unlike most clinicians, she never had reservations about providing MAID at all. The Vancouver-based family physician had long been comfortable with controversy, having spent the bulk of her four decades in medicine as an abortion provider. As Wiebe saw it, MAID was perfectly in keeping with her "human-rights-focused" career. Over the past nine years, she has euthanized more than 430 patients and become one of the world's most outspoken champions of MAID. Today, while virtually all of her colleagues rely on referrals from MAID coordination centers, Wiebe regularly receives requests directly from patients. Coordinators also call her when they have a patient whose previous MAID requests were rejected. (There is no limit to how many times a person can apply for MAID.) "Because I'm me, you know, they send those down to Ellen Wiebe," she told me. I asked her what she meant by that. "My reputation," she replied.

In the summer of 2024, Wiebe heard from a 53-year-old woman in Alberta who was experiencing acute psychiatric distress--"the horrors," the patient called them--compounded by her reaction to, and then withdrawal from, an antipsychotic drug she was prescribed for sleep. None of the woman's doctors would facilitate her desire to die. This was when, according to the version of events the woman's common-law husband would later submit to British Columbia's supreme court, she searched online for alternatives and came across Wiebe. At the end of their first meeting, a Zoom call, Wiebe said she would approve the woman for the procedure. On her formal application, the woman gave "akathisia"--a movement disorder characterized by intense feelings of inner restlessness and an inability to sit still, commonly caused by withdrawal from antipsychotic medication--as her reason for requesting an assisted death. According to court filings, no one the woman knew was willing to witness her sign the application form, as the law requires, so Wiebe had a volunteer at her clinic do so over Zoom. And because the woman still needed another physician or nurse practitioner to declare her eligible, Wiebe arranged for Elizabeth Whynot, a fellow family physician in Vancouver, to provide the second assessment. The patient was approved for MAID after a video call, and the procedure was set for October 27, 2024, in Wiebe's clinic.

Following the approval, detailed in the court filings, the Alberta woman had another Zoom call with Wiebe; this time, her husband joined the conversation. He had concerns, specifically as to how akathisia qualified as "irremediable." Specialists had assured the woman that if she committed to the gradual tapering protocol they'd prescribed, she could very likely expect relief within months. The husband also worried that Wiebe hadn't sufficiently considered his wife's unresolved mental-health issues, and whether she was capable, in her present state, of giving truly informed consent. The day before his wife was scheduled to die, he petitioned a Vancouver judge to halt the procedure, arguing that Wiebe had negligently approved the woman on the basis of a condition that did not qualify for MAID. In a widely publicized decision, the next morning the judge issued a last-minute injunction blocking Wiebe or any other clinician from carrying out the woman's death as scheduled. "I can only imagine the pain she has been experiencing, and I recognize that this injunction will likely only make that worse," the judge wrote. But there was an "arguable case," he concluded, as to whether the criteria for MAID had been "properly applied in the circumstances." The husband did not seek a new injunction after the temporary order expired, and in January, he withdrew the lawsuit altogether. Wiebe would not comment on the case other than to say she has never violated MAID laws and does not know of any provider who has. The lawyer who had represented the husband said she could not comment on whether the woman is still alive.


Ellen Wiebe at her office in Vancouver (Jennilee Marigomen for The Atlantic)



A number of similar lawsuits have been filed in recent years as Canadians come to terms with the hollow oversight of MAID. Because no formal procedure exists for challenging an approval in advance of a provision, many concerned family members see little choice but to take a loved one to court to try to halt a scheduled death. What oversight does exist takes place at the provincial or territorial level, and only after the fact. Protocols differ significantly across jurisdictions. In Ontario, the chief coroner's office oversees a system in which all Track 2 cases are automatically referred to a multidisciplinary committee for postmortem scrutiny. Since 2018, the coroner's office has identified more than 480 compliance issues involving federal and provincial MAID policies, including clinicians failing to consult with an expert in their patient's condition prior to approval--a key Track 2 safeguard--and using the wrong drugs in a provision. The office's death-review committee periodically publishes summaries of particular cases, for both Track 1 and Track 2, to "generate discussion" for "practical improvement."

There was, for example, the case of Mr. C, a man in his 70s who, in 2024, requested MAID while receiving in-hospital palliative care for metastatic cancer. It should have been a straightforward Track 1 case. But two days after his request, according to the committee's report, the man experienced sharp cognitive decline and lost the ability to communicate, his eyes opening only in response to painful stimuli. His palliative-care team deemed him incapable of consenting to health-care decisions, including final permission for MAID. Despite that conclusion, a MAID clinician proceeded with the assessment, "vigorously" rousing the man to ask if he still wanted euthanasia (to which the man mouthed "yes"), and then withholding the man's pain medication until he appeared "more alert." After confirming the man's wishes via "short verbal statements" and "head nods and blinking," the assessor approved him for MAID; with sign-off from a second clinician, and a final consent from Mr. C mouthing "yes," he was euthanized.

Had this patient clearly consented to his death? Finding no documentation of a "rigorous evaluation of capacity," the death-review committee expressed "concerns" about the process. The implication would seem startling--in a regime animated at its core by patient autonomy, a man was not credibly found to have exercised his own. Yet Mr. C's death was reduced essentially to a matter of academic inquiry, an opportunity for "lessons learned." Of the hundreds of irregularities flagged over the years by the coroner's office, almost all have been dealt with through an "Informal Conversation," an "Educational Email," or a "Notice Email," depending on their severity. Specific sanctions are not made public. No case has ever been referred to law enforcement for investigation.

Wiebe acknowledged that several complaints have been filed against her over the years but noted that she has never been found guilty of wrongdoing. "And if a lawyer says, 'Oh--I disagreed with some of those things,' I'd say, 'Well, they didn't put lawyers in charge of this.' " She laughed. "We were the ones trusted with the safeguards." And the law was clear, Wiebe said: "If the assessor"--meaning herself--"believes that they qualify, then I'm not guilty of a crime."

Despite all of the questions surrounding Track 2, Canada is proceeding with the expansion of MAID to additional categories of patients while gauging public interest in even more. As early as 2016, the federal government had agreed to launch exploratory investigations into the possible future provision of MAID for people whose sole underlying medical condition is a mental disorder, as well as to "mature minors," people younger than 18 who are "deemed to have requisite decision-making capacity." The government also pledged to consider "advance requests"--that is, allowing people to consent now to receive MAID at some specified future point when their illness renders them incapable of making or affirming the decision to die. Meanwhile, the Quebec College of Physicians has raised the possibility of legalizing euthanasia for infants born with "severe malformations," a rare practice currently legal only in the Netherlands, the first country to adopt it since Nazi Germany did so in 1939.

As part of Track 2 legislation in 2021, lawmakers extended eligibility--to take effect at some point in the future--to Canadians suffering from mental illness alone. This, despite the submissions of many of the nation's top psychiatric and mental-health organizations that no evidence-based standard exists for determining whether a psychiatric condition is irremediable. A number of experts also shared concerns about whether it was possible to credibly distinguish between suicidal ideation and a desire for MAID.

After several contentious delays, MAID for mental illness is now set to take effect in 2027; authorities have been tasked in the meantime with figuring out how MAID should actually be applied in such cases. The debate has produced thousands of pages of special reports and parliamentary testimony. What all sides do agree on is that, in practice, mental disorders are already a regular feature of Canada's MAID regime. At one hearing, Mona Gupta, a psychiatrist and the chair of an expert panel charged with recommending protocols and safeguards for psychiatric MAID, noted pointedly that "people with mental disorders are requesting and accessing MAID now." They include patients whose requests are "largely motivated by their mental disorder but who happen to have another qualifying condition," as well as those with "long histories of suicidality" or questionable decision-making capacity. They may also be poor and homeless and have little interaction with the health-care system. But whatever the case, Gupta said, when it comes to navigating the complex intersection of MAID and mental illness, "assessors and health-care providers already do this."

The argument was meant to assuage concerns about clinical readiness. For critics, however, it only reinforced a belief that, in some cases, physical conditions are simply being used to bear the legal weight of a different, ineligible basis for MAID, including mental disorders. In one of Canada's more controversial cases, a 61-year-old man named Alan Nichols, who had a history of depression and other conditions, applied for MAID in 2019 while on suicide watch at a British Columbia hospital. A few weeks later, he was euthanized on the basis of "hearing loss."

Read: 'I'm the doctor who is here to help you die'

As Canadians await the rollout of psychiatric MAID, Parliament's Special Joint Committee on Medical Assistance in Dying has formally recommended expanding MAID access to mature minors. In the committee's 2023 report, following a series of hearings, lawmakers acknowledged the various factors that could affect young people's capacity to evaluate their circumstances--for one, the adolescent brain's far from fully developed faculties for "risk assessment and decision-making." But they noted that, according to several parliamentary witnesses, children with serious medical conditions "tend to possess an uncommon level of maturity." The committee advised that MAID be limited ("at this stage") to minors with reasonably foreseeable natural deaths, and endorsed a requirement for "parental consultation," but not parental consent. As a lawyer with the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Saskatchewan told the committee, "Parents may be reluctant to consent to the death of their child."

Whether Canadian officials will eventually add mature minors to the eligibility list remains unclear. At the moment, their attention is largely focused on a different category of expansion. Last year, the province of Quebec took the next step in what some regard as the "natural evolution" of MAID: the honoring of advance requests to be euthanized. Under the Quebec law, patients in the province with cognitive conditions such as Alzheimer's can define a threshold they don't wish to cross. Some people might request to die when they no longer recognize their children, for example; others might indicate incontinence as a benchmark. When the threshold seems to have been reached, perhaps after an alert from a "trusted third party," a MAID practitioner determines whether the patient is indeed suffering intolerably according to the terms of the advance request. Since 2016, public demand for this expansion has been steady, fueled by the testimonies of those who have watched loved ones endure the full course of dementia and do not want to suffer the same fate.

In parliamentary hearings, Quebec officials have discussed the potential problem of "pleasant dementia," acknowledging that it might be difficult for a provider to euthanize someone who "seems happy" and "absolutely doesn't remember" consenting to an assisted death earlier in their illness. Quebec officials have also discussed the issue of resistance. The Netherlands, the only other jurisdiction where euthanizing an incapable but conscious person as a result of an advance request is legal, offers an example of what MAID in such a circumstance could look like.

In 2016, a geriatrician in the Netherlands euthanized an elderly woman with Alzheimer's who, four years earlier, shortly after being diagnosed, had advised that she wanted to die when she was "no longer able to live at home." Eventually, the woman was admitted to a nursing home, and her husband duly asked the facility's geriatrician to initiate MAID. The geriatrician, along with two other doctors, agreed that the woman was "suffering hopelessly and intolerably." On the day of the euthanasia, the geriatrician decided to add a sedative surreptitiously to the woman's coffee; it was given to "prevent a struggle," the doctor would later explain, and surreptitiously because the woman would have "asked questions" and "refused to take it." But as the injections began, the woman reacted and tried to sit up. Her family helped hold her down until the procedure was over and she was dead. The case prompted the first criminal investigation under the country's euthanasia law. The physician was acquitted by a district court in 2019, and that decision was upheld by the Dutch supreme court the following year.

In Quebec, more than 100 advance requests have been filed; according to several sources, at least one has been carried out. The law currently states that any sign of refusal "must be respected"; at the same time, if the clinician determines that expressions of resistance are "behavioural symptoms" of a patient's illness, and not necessarily an actual objection to receiving MAID, the euthanasia can continue anyway. The Canadian Association of MAiD Assessors and Providers has stated that "pre-sedating the person with medications such as benzodiazepines may be warranted to avoid potential behaviours that may result from misunderstanding."

Laurent Boisvert, an emergency physician in Montreal who has euthanized some 600 people since 2015, told me that he has thus far helped seven patients, recently diagnosed with Alzheimer's, to file advance requests, and that they included clear instructions on what he is to do in the event of resistance. He is not concerned about potentially encountering happy dementia. "It doesn't exist," he said.

The Canadian government had tried, in the early years of MAID, to forecast the country's demand for assisted death. The first projection, in 2018, was that Canada's MAID rate would achieve a "steady state" of 2 percent of total deaths; then, in 2022, federal officials estimated that the rate would stabilize at 4 percent by 2033. After Canada blew past both numbers--the latter, 11 years ahead of schedule--officials simply stopped publishing predictions.

And yet it was never clear how Canadians were meant to understand their country's assisted-death rate: whether, in the government's view, there is such a thing as too much MAID. In parliamentary hearings, federal officials have indicated that a national rate of 7 percent--the rate already reached in Quebec--might be potentially "concerning" and "wise and prudent to look into," but did not elaborate further. If Canadian leaders feel viscerally troubled by a certain prevalence of euthanasia, they seem reluctant to explain why.

The original assumption was that euthanasia in Canada would follow roughly the same trajectory that euthanasia had followed in Belgium and the Netherlands. But even under those permissive regimes, the law requires that patients exhaust all available treatment options before seeking euthanasia. In Canada, where ensuring access has always been paramount, such a requirement was thought to be too much of an infringement on patient autonomy. Although Track 2 requires that patients be informed of possible alternative means of alleviating their suffering, it does not require that those options actually be made available. Last year, the Quebec government announced plans to spend nearly $1 million on a study of why so many people in the province are choosing to die by euthanasia. The announcement came shortly after Michel Bureau, who heads Quebec's MAID-oversight committee, expressed concern that assisted death is no longer viewed as an option of last resort. But had it ever been?

It doesn't feel quite right to say that Canada slid down a slippery slope, because keeping off the slope never seems to have been the priority. But on one point Etienne Montero, the former head of the European Institute of Bioethics, was correct: When autonomy is entrenched as the guiding principle, exclusions and safeguards eventually begin to seem arbitrary and even cruel. This is the tension inherent in the euthanasia debate, the reason why the practice, once set in motion, becomes exceedingly difficult to restrain. As Canada's former Liberal Senate leader James Cowan once put it: "How can we turn away and ignore the pleas of suffering Canadians?"

In the end, the most meaningful guardrails on MAID may well turn out to be the providers themselves. Legislative will has generally been fixed in the direction of more; public opinion flickers in response to specific issues, but so far remains largely settled. If MAID reaches a limit in Canada, it will happen only when practitioners decide what they can tolerate--morally or, in a system with a shrinking supply of providers, logistically. "You cannot ask us to provide at the rate we're providing right now," Claude Rivard, who has decided not to accept advance requests, told me. "The limit will always be the evaluation and the provider. It will rest with them. They will have to do the evaluation, and they will have to say, 'No, it's not acceptable.'"

Lori Verigin, a nurse practitioner who provides euthanasia in rural British Columbia, understands that people are concerned about their "rights"--about "not being heard." Yet she is the person on the line when it comes to ensuring those rights. This is what is often lost in Canada's conversation about assisted dying--about the push for expansion in the academic papers or in the rarefied halls of Parliament. It is not the lawmaker or lawyer or pundit who must administer an injection and stop a heart.

On a Thursday morning in June, I joined Verigin in her white Volkswagen as she drove to a MAID appointment near the town of Trail. I had not come to witness the provision, to be a stranger in the room. I was with Verigin because I wanted to understand the before-and-after of MAID, the clinical and emotional labor involved in helping someone die. After eight years, Verigin had developed a familiar set of rhythms. She had her preferred pharmacy, the Shoppers Drug Mart close to her home, in Castlegar. This morning she had arrived as the doors opened, prescription in hand; the pharmacist greeted her by name before placing on the counter a medium-size case resembling a tackle box. Verigin unsnapped the lid and confirmed that everything was in place: the vials of midazolam, lidocaine, propofol, and rocuronium.

Verigin had known the patient she was about to visit for some time, she told me. Roughly a year ago, the patient, suffering from metastatic cancer, had first asked about MAID; two weeks earlier, the patient had looked at her and said: "I'm just done." Verigin sipped from a to-go cup of coffee, decaf, as she drove. "I try not to have too much caffeine before," she said.

En route to the patient's home, we stopped by the hospital to pick up Beth, an oncology nurse who often assists Verigin. Beth has a gift for assessing the energy of the room, Verigin told me, knowing when someone suddenly needed a hand held or a Kleenex, thus allowing Verigin to fully focus on the injections. Beth's mother, Ruth, had also helped solve a problem Verigin had experienced early in her MAID practice--how obtrusive it felt rolling a clattering tray of syringes into the already fragile atmosphere of a patient's home. A quilter, Ruth had designed a soft pouch with syringe inserts that rolled up like a towel. The fabric was tie-dyed and the soft bundle was secured with a Velcro strap.


The homemade roll-up pouch that Lori Verigin uses for MAID provisions (Jennilee Marigomen for The Atlantic)



We parked outside the patient's ranch-style home, the white sun glaring in a clear sky. At exactly 10 a.m., the two clinicians walked to the door, where moments later they were greeted by one of the patient's grown children. The door clicked faintly behind them.

I remained in the car, and for the next while watched the slow turn of other Thursdays: the neighbors across the street chatting in their sunroom, a dog lazing in front of a box fan. Then, at 11:39 a.m., a text message from Verigin: "We're done."

The clinicians were quiet as they slid into the car. "Things weren't as predictable today," Verigin said finally. Finding a vein had been unusually hard, and they worried momentarily that they might not succeed, at one point leaving the room to discuss their options. "It's always been a challenge," the patient had reassured Beth. "You're very gentle. It's not hurting." The patient had remained calm, unfazed. "I'm sure they were doing that for the kids, to be honest," Beth said. "And probably me too."

Once the IV was in place, the provision had unfolded as planned: midazolam, lidocaine, propofol, rocuronium, death. Afterward, the family had thanked and hugged the clinicians. "I think the end outcome was good," Verigin said. "I probably would be feeling different if we couldn't fulfill the patient's wish, because it's also that big buildup and the anticipation."

Verigin described a checklist of follow-up tasks, including the paperwork that has to be submitted within 72 hours. But for the rest of the day, her duties as a nurse practitioner would take priority. Only later that night, she said, would she finally have the space to reflect on the events of the morning. When the syringes and vials have been packed up, and the goodbyes to the survivors have been said, it is Lori Verigin who sits in her garden alone. "We are not just robots out there--we're human beings," she said. "And there has to be some respect and acknowledgment for that." Verigin told me she never wants to feel "comfortable" providing assistance in dying. The day she did, she said, would be the day she knew to step back.


Lori Verigin in British Columbia (Jennilee Marigomen for The Atlantic)



For Verigin, providing MAID to Track 1 patients and even to some Track 2 patients has "felt sensible." She explained: "Yes, I may be nervous. Yes, I may be sad. Yes, I may have a lot of, you know, emotions around it, but I feel like it's the right thing." But when it comes to minors, or patients solely with mental disorders, or patients making advance requests, "I don't know if I'll feel that way."

After dropping Beth off at the hospital in Trail, Verigin headed to the Shoppers Drug Mart in Castlegar to return the tackle box. Verigin told the pharmacist she would be back on June 18--the date of her next provision. The pharmacist was grateful for the notice. She would go ahead and order the propofol.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "Canada Is Killing Itself."
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The Man Who Could Unite Iran's Opposition

Iran's most promising political prospect was just sentenced to another five years.

by Arash Azizi




a bright line runs through Iran's domestic movement for democratic change: on one side, frank opponents of the regime, and on the other, proponents of incremental reform. One figure stands out for bridging that divide, making him one of Iran's most promising political prospects.

Mostafa Tajzadeh, a former deputy interior minister, is one of Iran's best-known and most broadly popular political prisoners. Tajzadeh had already spent more than a decade behind bars, much of it in solitary confinement, when the Iranian judiciary handed him a new five-year sentence, on July 12, for charges based on statements he'd made in captivity. His release date is now set for 2032.

Tajzadeh supports free elections, opposes mandatory veiling for women and other repressive policies, and backs diplomatic rapprochement with the United States. Abdollah Momeni, an activist and former political prisoner, described Tajzadeh to me as having "a rare combination of moral courage, political honesty, and loyalty to the people. He is respected both by official reformists and a significant section of civil society, radical democracy activists, and antiauthoritarians."

Read: The Iranian dissident asking simple questions

Reform in Iran has meant working inside the system to improve it, and many of its practitioners therefore refuse to endorse street protests that voice criticisms of the regime as a whole. Tajzadeh is different. He lent his explicit support to the 2022-23 movement known by the slogan "Women, Life, Freedom." He has also called for abolishing the position of supreme leader, which would effectively end the Islamic Republic. But he's still a reformist in other ways: He opposes violently overthrowing the regime, and even ran for president in 2021 as the main candidate of the reformist camp until he was denied a place on the ballot. (Wholesale opponents of the regime often reject participating in such elections at all, on the grounds that they provide democratic window dressing for an autocratic system.)

In June, Israeli air strikes pummeled Iranian targets, and Tajzadeh issued a statement from prison both condemning the bombardment and acknowledging that some Iranians were happy about it. He called for a "peaceful transition to democracy" by means of a constituent assembly and a change in the constitution. On July 23, he called on Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to either agree to free elections and "fundamental changes" or resign.

That Tajzadeh's appeal bridges Iran's fractious opposition was evident in the reaction to his most recent sentencing. Many in the opposition, including in the diaspora, spoke out against it. So did Azar Mansouri, the head of the Iranian Reformist Front, a coalition of reformist groups and political parties, who told me that she opposes Tajzadeh's imprisonment because he "has a long history of trying to bring about change from within the system; he has never backed violence; and his activities have been mostly civic, political, and peaceful." Alan Ekbatani, a California-based antiregime activist and former political prisoner, told me that he had "high hopes" for Tajzadeh, "especially if he dares to declare solidarity with those who are after fundamental transformation and separation of religion from politics," because "he has resisted Khamenei and has shown he is ready to pay a cost in the pursuit of his goals."

Tajzadeh served his first prison sentence from 2010 through 2016. Upon release, he organized a series of online debates on platforms such as YouTube and Clubhouse. Before tens of thousands of Iranians, Tajzadeh engaged figures as diverse as Tehran's hard-line mayor, Alireza Zakani, and Morad Veisi, a well-known supporter of Iran's former crown prince, Reza Pahlavi. He even declared his readiness to debate Pahlavi himself--a major taboo for a former regime official--shortly before he was sent back to prison, in 2022.

This insistence on engaging a wide range of Iranians in conversation was what drew Saeed Barzin, a United Kingdom-based dissident, to write a two-volume book in Persian about Tajzadeh. Barzin told me that Tajzadeh is "unique in modern Iranian history as someone who encourages adversarial political tribes to maintain a dialogue with each other. This is crucial for Iran's plural society."

Tajzadeh entered politics as a revolutionary activist in 1979 and served the regime in the 1980s in a variety of positions, mostly within the Ministry of Culture. At the time, Mohammad Khatami headed that ministry. And much like Khatami, in the 1990s, Tajzadeh began to temper his revolutionary Islamism with an openness to liberal and democratic reform. Khatami won the presidency on a reformist platform in 1997 and initially considered Tajzadeh for his chief of staff before making him deputy interior minister. This position placed Tajzadeh on the front lines of the battle over democratization that unfolded between Khatami's government and the hard-line establishment that eventually defeated it.

The Khatami government sought to curb the abuses of the Iranian security establishment, secure greater freedoms of speech and association, create space for a more robust civil society, and make directly elected local councils laboratories for democratic change. Most of these initiatives met obdurate resistance from more powerful sectors of the state, and by the end of Khatami's second term, in 2005, the reform movement had lost much of its momentum. A hard-line president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, succeeded Khatami. But when his first term came to an end, Ahmadinejad faced a new reformist challenger, who revived Khatami's energy and then some: Mir Hossein Mousavi, a former prime minister, whose supporters called themselves the "Green Wave" in 2009.

Ahmadinejad quickly declared himself the winner of that election, and Mousavi claimed that the results were rigged. A street movement broke out in Mousavi's support. The regime crushed the protests and placed Mousavi under house arrest. It also banned the main reformist parties and meted out long prison sentences to the politicians associated with them, including Tajzadeh. When these men came out of prison, they mostly chose between two paths: Some left Iran to become critics in exile; others remained inside and kept their heads down, not daring to disparage Khamenei, in the hopes that they might find their way back into politics.

Tajzadeh is notable for having chosen a third path. He has remained in the country but articulated a radical critique of the Islamic Republic, openly assailing Khamenei for "violating the rights, dignity, and freedom of Iranians" and calling for the leader's position to be abolished. Whether by design or merely by following his conscience, Tajzadeh has put himself in a position to unite the agendas of Iranian dissidents inside and outside the country.

"He doesn't like to be talked about as a leader, hero, or savior," Tajzadeh's wife, Fakhrolsadat Mohtashamipour, told me, employing a Persian mode of modesty. "All he does is for the country and for his compatriots and against authoritarianism."

Mohtashamipour married Tajzadeh in 1980, shortly after the revolution, and she told me that theirs has always been a political partnership. "We are still fighting for the ideals of 1979, which have now been tarnished under a dictatorship that tolerates no criticism," she said. "The regime is afraid of him because they know he can attract people by his words. Although keeping him in prison also shows their absolute stupidity, because he has become even more a point of reference from inside prison."

Arash Azizi: The Islamic Republic was never inevitable

The notion that Iranian reformists see their project as continuous with the ideals of 1979 has helped make them a credible force inside the regime, but it has also made some younger activists uneasy. Faraj Sarkohi, a dissident writer in exile, told me that the revolutionary and Islamist pasts of people such as Tajzadeh and Mousavi could present obstacles to winning the trust of secular Iranians today. "Tajzadeh can't be a leader for the transition," Sarkohi said, suggesting that "workers, women, students, and pro-democracy intellectuals" would be likelier candidates for that role. "But he can be part of a movement for democracy and help convince some of the regime base and bring them on this path."

From another point of view, that very trajectory--from Islamist revolutionary to champion of the people's democratic aspirations--carries a particular moral weight. Mousavi, who is 83 years old and has been under house arrest since 2011, recently called for a constituent assembly--a call he also made in support of the street protests in 2022. Mousavi was Iran's prime minister in the 1980s, when he was a favorite of the regime's founder, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Now he is too frail to serve in a major political role himself, but more than 800 prominent Iranians inside and outside the country have signed a petition in support of his call for a constituent assembly. Tajzadeh and Momeni are among those signatories (Momeni has already been summoned for questioning by the judiciary as a result). Another demand for a constituent assembly "to be organized under the supervision of independent international institutions" has been issued by a more radical group of dissidents that includes the Nobel Peace laureate Narges Mohammadi, the human-rights activist Nasrin Sotoudeh, and more than 1,500 other Iranians.

Outside Iran, the opposition can seem bitterly divided, with some parts of the diaspora embracing Pahlavi's leadership and others in disarray. But a political space appears to exist inside the country for critics who wish for a different kind of government from the Islamic Republic, and who may look to figures such as Tajzadeh for the wisdom and moral courage to make it real.
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Israel's Settler Right Is Preparing to Annex Gaza

A radical campaign that began in 2023 is entering its final phase.

by Yair Rosenberg




After Hamas massacred some 1,200 Israelis on October 7, 2023, the Israeli settler right converged on a plan. In 2005, Israel had uprooted about 8,000 settlers from Gaza, ceding the territory to Palestinian control. Many of the settlers never forgave the state for removing them; now they saw a chance to return. And so while other Israelis mourned, the hard right went to work, methodically building a political movement to retake the Gaza Strip, annex it, and repopulate it with Jewish settlements. As I warned in late 2023, these activists planned on "displacing or expelling Palestinians," and their dream was "not restricted to the political fringes, and should not be expected to stay there." Since then, more than a third of the lawmakers in Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government have joined the cause.

The Israeli security establishment opposes this land grab. So do most Israelis, surveys have found for years. That dissent spilled into view last week when thousands of settler activists toured the Israeli border region near Gaza. "I hear these things and I'm horrified," a soldier tasked with protecting the group told a reporter. "It's revolting, because I know that my friends and younger brother are the ones who will guard those settlements." Referring to one of the activists, he added: "My greatest fear is that your vision will come true, and that keeps me up whole nights. I don't want my friends to sacrifice their lives for a goal that sanctifies the death of innocent people."

But popular opinion may not matter, because Netanyahu is not responsive to popular opinion. The prime minister's coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's most recent election, and only came to power thanks to support from far-right anti-Arab parties. Without them, Netanyahu's government would collapse, and he would have to hold elections that polls show he would lose. In other words, the Israeli leader is beholden precisely to those who aim to annex Gaza and the occupied West Bank. The Biden administration worked to combat this influence, but President Donald Trump has not only relieved that pressure--he has joined the other side, calling for Gazans to be relocated to make way for a "Riviera in the Middle East." The result: The obstacles to the far right's blueprint for conquest and ethnic cleansing have been removed, and its agenda has effectively become Netanyahu's policy.

Yair Rosenberg: The worst-kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

Unsurprisingly then, the push for settlement and annexation has escalated. Last week, 22 lawmakers in Netanyahu's coalition signed a letter pressing Israel's defense minister to allow activists into northern Gaza itself to scout potential settlement locations. "The return of the Jewish people to these places is not just a strategic step," they wrote, "but a return to Zion in the deepest and most practical sense." On Sunday, the far-right minister Itamar Ben-Gvir visited the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, the hotly contested holy site, and declared, "We are relaying a message that from today on, we are conquering the entire Gaza Strip, announcing our sovereignty on the entire Gaza Strip, taking down every Hamas member, and encouraging voluntary emigration"--his preferred euphemism for ethnic cleansing.

Right-wing media in Israel have also begun seeding the idea of resettlement in earnest. Last Thursday, Makor Rishon, a newspaper that serves the settler community, ran a story titled "Negotiations on the Verge of Collapse: Israel Prepares for Annexation." Amit Segal, the best-sourced journalist on the Israeli right, recently promoted a poll with the headline "A Majority of Israelis Support Jewish Settlement in Gaza." The not-so-resounding results of that survey? Fifty-two percent for, 48 percent against. The poll was commissioned and published by Israel Hayom, the pro-Netanyahu newspaper founded and funded by the late right-wing casino magnate Sheldon Adelson, and it was an outlier on the topic.

Other leaked reports suggest either that Netanyahu plans to fully reoccupy Gaza--a course consistent with potential resettlement--or that he intends to pursue a comprehensive hostage deal that would lead to a negotiated conclusion to the war. These competing narratives reflect an internal information war over Israel's next steps. Not coincidentally, 19 former heads of Israel's security services released a video on Sunday calling for Israel to end the war, which they argue has crossed moral and strategic red lines and is now serving another agenda. "There are moments that represent a 'black flag' in which one must stand firm and say: This far and no further," Netanyahu's former defense minister Moshe Ya'alon declares in the clip, claiming that the government has been suborned by "messianic zealots."

For now, something intermediate might be in the offing. Segal has reported on a plan to annex the border regions of Gaza as a way to pressure Hamas to release its hostages, because the group "cares more about land than human lives." Conveniently, this piecemeal annexation could be presented as a military maneuver against Hamas, while also advancing the goals of the settler right--the sort of dual-use policy that Netanyahu has pursued to keep his partners onside since this war began.

Annexation in any form would undoubtedly be met with international opprobrium, threats of sanctions, and further isolation of Israel on the world stage. The cascade of Western countries recognizing a Palestinian state can be understood as an attempt to oppose Israeli designs on the territory. But with Trump still backing Netanyahu, the Israeli leader has little immediate incentive to alter course. Netanyahu is a master of pivoting when politically convenient--including on seemingly core principles--but he tends to choose whatever option keeps him in power, which means that changing his direction requires changing his calculation as to what will accomplish that.

Franklin Foer: Israel's last chance

Over the weekend, Jews around the world observed Tisha B'av, Judaism's day of mourning that commemorates the destruction of the First and Second Temples in Jerusalem. On Monday, Netanyahu opened his cabinet meeting with a reference to those events: "1,955 years ago, following Tisha B'av, we suffered the greatest defeat in our history," he said. "At that time, we were divided, splintered, and fighting with one another." Today, by contrast, "we are in the midst of a great war in which we attained historic achievements because we were not divided, because we stood together and fought together."

Netanyahu's boast of Israeli solidarity--made as protests against his war policy and his attempt to fire the attorney general investigating his government roiled the country--rang hollow. But the prime minister's reference to Tisha B'av was apt, if not for the reasons he thought.

As the Talmud tells it, when the Romans first laid siege to Jerusalem and the Second Temple, the walled city had supplies to withstand the blockade for years to come. The rabbinic sages counseled patience, seeking a diplomatic accommodation that would avert mass bloodshed. Instead, a group of Jewish zealots burned the city's storehouses in order to force the population to fight rather than wait out or appease their adversaries. Jerusalem was conquered and the Temple destroyed. A radical minority yoked the entire polity to a messianic policy--and the result turned out to be a national catastrophe.
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Trump Wasted No Time Derailing His Own AI Plan

The president is setting America back in a race he desperately wants to win.

by Thomas Wright




President Donald Trump recently released his plan for the United States to win the global race for AI dominance. The document has some good ideas about expanding domestic infrastructure, encouraging other countries to adopt American AI models, and imposing export controls on advanced semiconductor chips. But over the past few months, Trump has undermined his own goals and ceded much of America's leverage to foreign powers. By setting the U.S. back in the AI race, he has created a host of strategic vulnerabilities that will bedevil future presidents.

This backsliding is the result of a rapid ideological shift within the administration, which two men in particular have spurred: David Sacks, Trump's tech-billionaire AI czar, and Jensen Huang, the CEO of Nvidia and one of America's most powerful executives in the industry. To trace their growing influence on Trump, consider Nvidia's H20 chip.

In late 2023, Nvidia designed the H20 chip specifically for the Chinese market--a legal workaround to export controls that President Joe Biden had imposed. Nearly a year before the H20 was brought to market, OpenAI released a transformative large language model called o1, which employs the same kind of complex reasoning that the H20 chips were built to power. Practically overnight, the chips handed Beijing a significant competitive advantage. Biden was planning to outlaw their export to China but left office before he could. In April, Trump enacted the ban himself.

Around this time, the balance of power in the Trump administration began to tilt toward Sacks, who saw the H20 ban as counterproductive, both strategically and economically. He gradually gained a bureaucratic advantage: The right-wing provocateur Laura Loomer persuaded Trump to fire David Feith, an ideological opponent of Sacks who ran a directorate at the National Security Council focused on technology. The NSC itself was weakened and hollowed out. And, earlier this summer, the administration gutted the State Department's "tech envoy" office, which had supported export controls.

Read: Donald Trump is fairy-godmothering AI

Then, last month, Trump met with Huang in the White House. By this point, support within the administration for export controls had considerably softened, thanks in part to Sacks. Trump decided to lift the restrictions on the H20 chips, allowing their sale to China. Some observers assumed that the reversal was part of a trade deal and expected Beijing to offer some concession in return. But China insisted that Trump had made the decision unilaterally. Indeed, one day after Trump's announcement, the country imposed new export controls on electric-vehicle batteries.

In effect, the U.S. gave away leverage to China and got nothing back. But Sacks and Huang have defended the decision. They have argued that the sale of H20 chips in China would make the country dependent on American chips rather than encourage Chinese companies such as Huawei to develop their own. As Sacks put it, "We can deprive Huawei of having this giant market share in China that they can then use to scale up and compete globally." He credited Huang for "making the case publicly for competing in China, and there are a lot of merits to the argument." (Left unmentioned was Huang's obvious profit motive of selling his company's chips in one of the world's biggest markets.)

Their case is predicated on an unproven assumption: that China would otherwise be able to produce enough chips to compete internationally. In June, though, a senior Trump-administration official testified to Congress that Huawei would be able to produce only 200,000 chips this year--not enough to meet domestic demand, let alone keep pace with America. That's not for lack of trying. Beijing has spent about $150 billion since 2014 to expand its chip-making capacity. But it still can't make enough to equip a data center capable of training the most advanced AI models. The quality of China's chips also lagged behind that of Nvidia's.

Instead of hindering China, Trump's H20 reversal bailed it out. The country already had a largely superior electrical grid compared with America's, and is likely to be able to construct data centers more quickly. Its crucial shortcoming was computing power, which requires lots and lots of advanced chips. Now, thanks to the Trump administration, China is getting them.

Democrats rebuked the decision, and so did many Republicans. Late last month, 20 national-security experts--including Feith; Matt Pottinger, Trump's former deputy national security adviser; and several conservatives sympathetic to Trump--sent a letter to the administration calling the H20 reversal "a strategic misstep that endangers the United States' economic and military edge in artificial intelligence." Steve Bannon, Trump's former strategist, was less restrained in his critique. "American companies spent decades being made fools of, getting duped by the Chinese Communist Party transferring the crown jewels of our technology. For that they got nothing," Bannon told the Financial Times. "Unbelievably, the government is poised to make the same humiliating mistake, at the behest of companies that want to drive their own profits with zero concerns for the nation's security."

The H20 decision was not an isolated case. In May, Trump announced deals with the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia to build some of the world's most advanced AI data centers on their soil. Some will be owned and run by American companies; others will be owned by local AI firms--Group 42 in the UAE and Humain in Saudi Arabia. Crucially, Trump also rescinded the Biden administration's "diffusion rule," which sought to limit the export of advanced AI chips and models. The move cleared the way for the UAE to import hundreds of thousands of Nvidia's chips. Saudi Arabia is set to deploy a smaller number of Nvidia chips, but it has ambitions to expand its capacity.

Unlike Trump, Biden seemed to understand that compute, the processing power needed to train advanced AI, is a scarce strategic asset that should be concentrated in the United States or its most trusted allies. The Biden administration also recognized that China might use its close ties to countries such as the UAE to access advanced chips. Even worse, China could acquire the "model weights" of advanced AI--the parameters that dictate how a model operates, like neurons in the brain that decide how to respond to different signals. If bad actors get their hands on a model's weights, they can reconstruct them for their own purposes.

Read: A disaster for American innovation

Speaking in Saudi Arabia in May, Sacks acknowledged the importance of preventing chips from reaching "countries of concern." But he suggested that this would be easy to accomplish. "All one would have to do," Sacks said, "is send someone to a data center and count the server racks to make sure that the chips are still there." It was a convenient dismissal. Counting hundreds of thousands of chips is no simple task, and regimes in the Middle East could decide to give China remote access to their chips. Sacks also did not mention the concern about model weights, which may prove to be an even greater vulnerability.

There are some signs that the Trump administration may be doubting its own decision. In June, Reuters reported that the UAE deal is "far from resolved," according to five sources briefed on the project, because of outstanding questions related to security and enforcement. Four of the sources said "U.S. officials remain cautious about the UAE's close relationship with China."

There is an even more significant concern, though. Building what may be the world's most important complex of data centers in the UAE--and, perhaps later, in Saudi Arabia--means placing some of America's most important strategic assets in the world's most geopolitically volatile region, within range of Iranian drones and missiles. For the Gulf states, these risks only sweeten the deal. If the U.S. senses that its vital infrastructure is in danger, it will be more likely to rush to their defense. (Indeed, Saudi Arabia has even proposed giving the centers the protected status of U.S. embassies, and the UAE could follow suit.) In this way, the data centers would offer a silicon shield for the Middle East nations, as well as grant them significant leverage in their relations with both America and China. Moreover, the deal threatens to pull the U.S. further into the region, at a time when successive administrations have tried to focus on the Indo-Pacific.

If AI becomes nearly as powerful as some of its inventors believe it will, the data centers it relies on must be built in America, where the government can better ensure that basic safety and national-security concerns are taken into account. Diverting massive quantities of advanced chips to subsidized data centers in the Middle East could make that functionally impossible. There just aren't enough chips to go around.

Trump's H20 reversal and Middle East deals could be just the beginning. The Financial Times recently reported that the Trump administration had "frozen restrictions on technology exports to China to avoid hurting trade talks with Beijing and help President Donald Trump secure a meeting with President Xi Jinping this year." On a visit to China last month, Huang said, "I hope to get more advanced chips into China than the H20." Beijing is pushing to ease more restrictions.

The Trump administration's AI plan is a sophisticated document with some sound aims, but the administration's recent actions have cut against them and made winning the AI race much harder. Providing China with advanced chips and prioritizing next-generation data centers in the Middle East over ones built in America could have enormous negative consequences, ones that subsequent administrations may not be able to reverse.
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The Awkward Adolescence of a Media Revolution

Truth is still alive on social media--but it's not easy enough to find.

by Jessica Yellin




There's a quiet revolution in how millions of Americans decide what's real. Trust is slipping away from traditional institutions--media, government, and higher education--and shifting to individual voices online, among them social-media creators. The Reuters Institute reports that this year, for the first time, more Americans will get their news from social and video platforms--including Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and X--than from traditional outlets. According to Pew Research, one in five adults now regularly turns to influencers for news.

For anyone who cares about credible information, this is a potentially terrifying prospect. Social media rewards virality, not veracity. Spend five minutes scrolling TikTok or Instagram, and you might encounter influencers "educating" you about a global elite running the world from "hidden continents" behind an "ice wall" in Antarctica, or extolling the virtues of zeolite, "a volcanic binder for mold" that will "vacuum clean all kinds of toxins" to lift brain fog, prevent cancer, and remove microplastics from testicles. (Link to purchase in bio.) It's an environment perfectly engineered to scale both misinformation and slick grifts.

Yet the popular notion that social media is just a dumpster fire of viral lies misses something vital: Millions of people still care about truth. They are seeking facts on social media from credible voices they can trust. They just aren't always sure where to find them or from whom.

I know because I interact with these people every day. I was among the first independent journalists to bring news reporting to Instagram; today, my outlet, News Not Noise, spans Instagram, YouTube, a podcast, Substack, and other platforms. In my years of directly engaging with an on-platform audience, the question I receive more than any other remains, simply: "Is this true?"

I'm here to tell you the truth isn't dead. Thousands of people like me operate online as what I call "evidence-based creators." We're journalists and specialists who use expertise, original reporting, and reliable sources to refute misinformation, add context to breaking news, and answer the endless questions flooding our DMs. The topics we cover range from redistricting to medical misinformation, beauty fads to whether that viral health-food trend might actually kill you.

The work is an uphill battle. My cohort is not John Oliver-level media personalities with PR teams, production crews, and a research staff to fact-check the punch lines. We are independent voices operating without safety nets. I like to think of us as the digital equivalent of artisanal chefs working in a factory for mass-produced junk food. The very things that make us valuable--our obsession with facts, our commitment to nuance, our hours spent answering audience questions in the apps--put us at a profound disadvantage in the attention economy. What does it take to produce a slick video claiming that beef tallow is nature's Viagra? Fifteen minutes with an iPhone and zero regard for reality. While we're still sourcing assertions and trying to make complex ideas both accurate and engaging, the bullshit factory has already pumped out six more viral falsehoods.

Our secret weapon isn't production value or algorithm hacking; it's trust. When I debunk a viral lie, I'm not a faceless institution. I'm the person who's been with my audience while they brush their teeth every morning, the person who's been in their ears during commutes, the person whose face they've studied through hundreds of 90-second windows into complex issues. This isn't an audience of passive consumers. They're hungry for more--more reporting on more topics, more conversations with experts, more explanations that break things down but don't treat an audience like idiots. "Can the Supreme Court disbar an attorney?" "Will the military disobey unconstitutional orders?" "Do I need another measles vaccine as an adult?"

All of this leaves evidence-based creators in a strange limbo. We're clearly valued; Substack, for instance, is proving that audiences are willing to stop scrolling and financially support "verifiers" they trust. But we're still largely disconnected from the resources and collaborative frameworks that could multiply our impact. We're working so hard at the work itself that we have little opportunity to build the scaffolding required to create a durable new model in digital publishing--one that includes tools such as high-powered marketing and growth engines to reach new audiences, editorial oversight to help with difficult judgment calls, and shared research that would prevent each of us from having to build expertise from scratch with every breaking story.

I see this obstacle as an opportunity. History shows us that industries facing technological disruption tend not to simply collapse--they transform. Look at what happened to the music industry when Spotify and its streaming cohort crashed the party. In the old days, musicians lived and died by album sales and radio play, with major labels acting as gatekeepers. Then streaming blew the doors off.

The revolution was messy. Many artists found themselves with more listeners than ever but paychecks that wouldn't cover a month's worth of ramen. What helped the music industry find its footing wasn't nostalgia for CDs or vinyl. It was new infrastructure: playlist curation that helped listeners find their next obsession, analytics tools that told artists who was actually listening, distribution services that got music onto platforms, and business models that went beyond streaming royalties to include direct-to-fan revenue and merchandising.

Artists still face challenges, but now labels are investing heavily in data to understand trends, offering artists different types of deals, and using their marketing muscle to help artists cut through the digital noise. The industry evolved by creating tools that complemented streaming algorithms instead of fighting them, helping artists understand their audiences instead of just praying for a decent playlist placement.

In our current information ecosystem, we're stuck in the awkward adolescence of a media revolution. The need for innovation couldn't be more urgent. Local newspapers are dying like mall food courts--2,500-plus have shut down since 2005. Traditional media outlets are under assault by the Trump administration. And AI is flooding us with convincing fake content, making human truth tellers all the more necessary.

Conversations about the press and the tech revolution often get stuck on the problems with or the inadequacy of any solution. It's time that changed. So I'll take the leap and propose some imperfect innovations. First, audiences could benefit from an independent, off-platform certification system to help them discern which independent voices adhere to journalistic standards. Not to be all "Papers, please" about it, but audiences need signals about who's committed to accuracy versus who's just chasing likes. One solution: a nonprofit voluntary opt-in LEED-type certification that awards something like a blue check mark--but vetted far more rigorously--to creators who use agreed-upon trusted sources, check their facts, and reveal when their content is sponsored. I'm aware that any credentialing system risks backlash from those suspicious of "gatekeeping." But people shouldn't be disparaged for "doing their own research" if they aren't offered the tools to tell reality from fiction.

Second, evidence-based creators need support. Imagine a fractional-ownership model where like-valued creators buy into a shared professional framework. With an economy of scale, we could collectively share in things such as legal protection and sophisticated audience-development tools designed specifically for evidence-based content. We could sign sponsors who understand the unique value of trusted voices. We could offer bundled subscriptions to help audiences find more of us at once. This could create sustainable revenue streams without compromising integrity.

Finally, legacy media, please stop viewing creators as a threat. We don't have to be competitors--we can be the connective tissue between trusted journalism and the platforms where people now consume most of their information. Traditional media outlets can stay relevant in the new digital reality by partnering with us. But first, it'd help if they'd allow for the possibility that what's happening isn't just the death of an old system--it's the messy, complicated birth of a new one. And like a newborn, it needs more than good intentions in order to thrive.
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The AI Takeover of Education Is Just Getting Started

Was your kid's report card written by a chatbot?

by Lila Shroff




Rising seniors are the last class of students who remember high school before ChatGPT. But only just barely: OpenAI's chatbot was released months into their freshman year. Ever since then, writing essays hasn't required, well, writing. By the time these students graduate next spring, they will have completed almost four full years of AI high school.



Gone already are the days when using AI to write an essay meant copying and pasting its response verbatim. To evade plagiarism detectors, kids now stitch together output from multiple AI models, or ask chatbots to introduce typos to make the writing appear more human. The original ChatGPT allowed only text prompts. Now students can upload images ("Please do these physics problems for me") and entire documents ("How should I improve my essay based on this rubric?"). Not all of it is cheating. Kids are using AI for exam prep, generating personalized study guides and practice tests, and to get feedback before submitting assignments. Still, if you are a parent of a high schooler who thinks your child isn't using a chatbot for homework assistance--be it sanctioned or illicit--think again.

Read: AI cheating is getting worse

The AI takeover of the classroom is just getting started. Plenty of educators are using AI in their own job, even if they may not love that chatbots give students new ways to cheat. On top of the time they spend on actual instruction, teachers are stuck with a lot of administrative work: They design assignments to align with curricular standards, grade worksheets against preset rubrics, and fill out paperwork to support students with extra needs. Nearly a third of K-12 teachers say they used the technology at least weekly last school year. Sally Hubbard, a sixth-grade math-and-science teacher in Sacramento, California, told me that AI saves her an average of five to 10 hours each week by helping her create assignments and supplement curricula. "If I spend all of that time creating, grading, researching," she said, "then I don't have as much energy to show up in person and make connections with kids."



Beyond ChatGPT and other popular chatbots, educators are turning to AI tools that have been specifically designed for them. Using MagicSchool AI, instructors can upload course material and other relevant documents to generate rubrics, worksheets, and report-card comments. Roughly 2.5 million teachers in the United States currently use the platform: "We have reason to believe that there is a MagicSchool user in every school district in the country," Adeel Khan, the company's founder, told me. I tried out the platform for myself: One tool generated a sixth-grade algebra problem about tickets for Taylor Swift's Eras tour: "If the price increased at a constant rate, what was the slope (rate of change) in dollars per day?" Another, "Teacher Jokes," was underwhelming. I asked for a joke on the Cold War for 11th graders: "Why did the Cold War never get hot?" the bot wrote. "Because they couldn't agree on a temperature!"



So far, much AI experimentation in the classroom has been small-scale, driven by tech-enthusiastic instructors such as Hubbard. This spring, she fed her course material into an AI tool to produce a short podcast on thermodynamics. Her students then listened as invented hosts discussed the laws of energy transfer. "The AI says something that doesn't make sense," she told her students. "See if you can listen for that." But some school districts are going all in on AI. Miami's public-school system, the third-largest in the country, initially banned the use of chatbots. Over the past year, the district reversed course, rolling out Google's Gemini chatbot to high-school classrooms where teachers are now using it to role-play historical figures and provide students with tutoring and instant feedback on assignments. Although AI initiatives at the district level target mostly middle- and high-school students, adults are also bringing the technology to the classrooms of younger children. This past year, Iowa made an AI-powered reading tutor available to all state elementary schools; elsewhere, chatbots are filling in for school-counselor shortages.

Read: The Gen Z lifestyle subsidy

Many schools still have bans on AI tools. A recent study on how kids are using AI in 20 states across the South and Midwest found that rural and lower-income students were least likely to say their schools permit AI use. The Houston Independent School District (HISD) offers one case study in what can go wrong when AI enters the classroom. This past school year, the district's curricula were seemingly tainted with AI slop, according to parents. In February, eighth graders viewed a slideshow depicting AI-generated art mimicking the style of the Harlem Renaissance. According to an op-ed in the Houston Chronicle written by two HISD parents, students were also given error-laden worksheets (one, on transportation technology, depicted a mix between a car and a chariot that was pulled by a horse with three back legs) and inscrutable discussion questions ("What is the exclamation point(s) to something that surprised you," one asked). An HISD spokesperson told me that the Harlem Renaissance images were indeed AI-generated using Canva, a graphic-design tool; he was unable to confirm whether AI was used in the other examples.

None of this is slowing AI's rollout in schools. This spring, President Donald Trump signed an executive order promoting AI use in the classroom with the goal of training teachers to integrate "AI into all subject areas" so that kids gain an expertise in AI "from an early age." The White House's push to incorporate AI in K-12 education has repeatedly emphasized public-private partnerships, a call that tech companies already appear to be embracing. Last month, Microsoft pledged to give more than $4 billion toward advancing AI education across K-12 schools, community and technical colleges, and nonprofits. The same week as Microsoft's announcement, the American Federation of Teachers, one of the country's largest teachers unions, announced a $23 million partnership with Microsoft, OpenAI, and Anthropic. One of the partnership's first efforts is a "National Academy for AI Instruction," opening in New York City this fall, where instructors will learn how to use AI for generating lesson plans and other tasks. The program then plans to expand nationally to reach 10 percent of U.S. teachers over the next five years.



Schools are stuck in a really confusing place. Everyone seems to agree that education needs an upgrade for the AI era. "Our students right now are going to be put at a disadvantage internationally if we don't evolve," Miguel Cardona, Joe Biden's education secretary, told me. But no one seems to agree on what those changes should look like. Since ChatGPT's release, the in-class essay, the oral exam, blue-book exams, and even cursive have all made something of a comeback in certain classrooms, in an effort to prevent students from outsourcing all their writing and thinking to AI. At the same time, AI aims to make work more efficient--which is exactly what students are using it for. In that sense, whether kids using AI on their homework counts as cheating is "almost a semantic issue," argues Alex Kotran, a co-founder of the AI Education Project, a nonprofit focused on AI literacy. Of course, try telling that to a concerned parent.



As Kotran points out, a middle ground exists between pretending students aren't using AI and encouraging them to rely on it nonstop. "Even if you believe that everybody is going to be using AI in the future," he told me, "it doesn't necessarily follow that the top priority should be getting students hands-on right away." Imagine if in 2007, schools had decided that the best way to prepare kids for the future was to force every student to spend all day in front of an iPhone. No matter what teachers', students', and parents' attitudes about AI in the classroom are, though, it's a reality they have to deal with. The path that schools take from here has direct implications for the future of AI more generally. The more reliant kids are on the technology now, the larger a role AI will play in their lives later. Once schools go all in, there's no turning back.
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The Facial-Recognition Sham

Surveillance won't make the internet safer.

by Albert Fox Cahn




If you are going to promise users privacy, then you really need to follow through. Tea Dating Advice, a service that advertised itself as a safe space for women to anonymously share information about former partners--to warn others about abuse and cheating--says that it is locked down. Users are not allowed to take screenshots, and the app says it verifies that its users are women. So why did Tea let me, a middle-aged man, create an account just a few days after suffering two major security breaches?



Last month, hackers wormed their way into Tea and accessed sensitive user data; 70,000 user images and more than 1 million private messages reportedly were leaked, including communications about abortions, users' driver's-license photos, and phone numbers that had been shared in private messages. Even after all of this became public, I was still able to fool the app's verification feature with a basic approach: I found a generic photograph of a woman on Google and held my phone's selfie camera up to it. Whether Tea uses a facial-recognition algorithm or a human to approve the verification photos is unclear; the company did not clarify when I asked. Either way, 30 minutes after my selfie trick, I had an account. I quickly deleted the app, but a malicious user (a stalker, for example, or a man curious about whether his abuse had been mentioned on the app by his girlfriend) would have had free rein. Sonia Portaluppi, a spokesperson for Tea, declined to comment, noting "the legal nature of this subject matter." (I had included my question about gaining access to Tea in an email about the recent security breaches; it was not clear what, specifically, Portaluppi was referring to.)



Tea's security failures are notable given the app's sales pitch. But we are entering an era when such problems may become routine. As an anti-surveillance advocate and lawyer, I am concerned by the normalization of facial surveillance and identification-check mandates, which limit access to digital services and dissolve the status quo of anonymity--all for a flawed idea of internet "safety." In the United Kingdom, for instance, the newly enacted Online Safety Act requires many websites and apps to verify that users are 18 or older, in many cases by having them submit government-issued ID or selfies. In the United States, federal lawmakers are weighing a similar bill, the Kids Online Safety Act, or KOSA. And some states have already put similar mandates in place. Although keeping minors away from harmful content is a noble goal, the result will be a constellation of online services with invasive, insecure, and ultimately ineffective security checks.

Alan Z. Rozenshtein: A new era of internet regulation is about to begin

Under the U.K.'s safety act, companies that refuse to implement age-surveillance software could face billions in fines or jail time. Owners of porn sites may not get much sympathy as a persecuted class, but the law's targeted "primary priority content" is so general that it applies to far less controversial platforms, such as Bluesky and Discord. Wikipedia has said it may have to limit access to its site in the U.K. as a consequence, and other platforms have enacted broad restrictions to avoid any potential violation of the law. According to TechDirt, people in the U.K. have had to verify their age in order to access protest videos on X or Reddit communities about substance abuse and menstruation.



Unsurprisingly, all of this has led people to circumvent the verification features, much as I did with Tea. Some use VPNs, which lead sites to believe that you are accessing them from a different country; Forbes and PCGamer reported that U.K. teens have also managed to fool "live" facial-recognition scans by pointing their phones at realistic video-game characters. In principle, a cumbersome identity-verification process makes users feel safe and prevents unauthorized access. In practice, these verification processes are easily subverted by people with the will and technical know-how. A website with sensitive content arguably becomes less safe to use, because the stakes of a breach become much higher. (Sites requiring identity verification can use third parties--many of which say that personal information is encrypted and not permanently stored, although those intermediaries may bring their own privacy concerns--but they do not have to.)



Here in America, numerous states are implementing age-verification requirements for adult content and social-media apps. Ambiguous laws in Utah, Louisiana, and other states also broadly block children from "harmful" content. Speaking about pornography, Senator Todd Weiler, the Utah measure's sponsor, has said, "I don't think it's helpful when a kid is forming their impressions of sex and gender to have all of this filth and lewd depictions on their mind." That he referenced gender in particular feels to me like cause for concern: Given their ambiguity, these statutes could and very well may be abused as a political tool to block LGBTQ content, medically accurate information about abortion, and other such material.



This pattern isn't cabined to conservative states. Last year, New York enacted the "Safe for Kids Act," requiring social-media firms to monitor users' ages. While lawmakers' impulse to protect teens from social-media toxicity is easy to understand, as is the U.K.'s, the devil is in the details: It is unclear how New York will verify which users are children, and there's a risk that lawmakers will repeat the mistakes from other states and countries by mandating technology such as facial recognition.



There are plenty of reasons to be worried about social media's effects on younger users. But lawmakers could instead push for generally applicable safety measures that would protect kids and adults alike. Social media can be a trying and toxic place whether you're 13 or 23. Certainly the effects may be more pronounced for teens, but there's little evidence to suggest the brain is inoculated against the technology's effects the moment users turn 18, and many vulnerable adults are at risk as well, such as those with sustained mental-health challenges. The measures that New York is proposing for children--curtailing late-night notifications, a restriction on algorithmic feeds--could, in theory, apply to adults. And if the law was evenly applied to everyone, there would be no need for invasive surveillance.



The truth is there are very few ways to verify someone's identity online well, and no ways to do it both effectively and anonymously. With all the awful content floating on the internet today, giving up anonymity might feel like a small price to protect public safety, but the adoption of these laws would mean sacrificing more than privacy. Losing anonymous internet access means giving companies and government agencies more power than ever to track our activities online. It means transforming the American conception of the open internet into something reminiscent of the centralized tracking systems we've long opposed in China and similar countries. At this moment, the prospect of an internet linked to our real identity has never felt so threatening.
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The New ChatGPT Resets the AI Race

With GPT-5, OpenAI is making its strongest effort yet to hook users.

by Matteo Wong




Yesterday evening, Sam Altman shared an image of the Death Star on X. There was no caption on the picture, which showed the world-destroying Star Wars space station rising over an Earth-like planet, but his audience understood the context. In fewer than 24 hours, OpenAI would release an AI model intended to wipe out all the rest.



That model, GPT-5, launched earlier today with all the requisite fanfare. In an announcement video, Altman said that the product will serve as a "legitimate Ph.D.-level expert in anything--any area you need, on demand--that can help you with whatever your goals are." He added that "anyone, pretty soon, will be able to do more than anyone in history could." In more concrete terms, GPT-5 is an upgrade to the ChatGPT interface you're likely already familiar with: a model that's now a bit better at writing, coding, math and science problems, and the like.



Of course, Altman has a penchant for hyperbole, and OpenAI--like the rest of the AI industry--likes to tout each new model as the best ever. But this particular release feels notable for a few reasons. First, it has been a long wait since the release of GPT-4 in March 2023, just a few months after ChatGPT's debut in November 2022. And second, in that time, OpenAI has become a bona fide tech empire: As of this week, OpenAI now provides enterprise ChatGPT accounts to federal agencies at essentially no cost; its products are also used by nearly every Fortune 500 company; and today Altman announced that roughly 700 million people worldwide use ChatGPT every week. In terms of sheer reach, this is the company's most consequential product announcement ever.

Read: Big Tech's AI endgame is coming into focus

As OpenAI has ascended to the scale of a typical tech giant--it is reportedly in talks for a $500 billion valuation--the firm has also started to act like its corporate rivals. To attract new users and customers (and keep existing ones from turning to other AI products), OpenAI has doubled down on institutional partnerships and polishing its product lineup. Sure, the company still pushes the limits of AI capabilities, but its products are what keep most consumers and businesses coming back for more. For instance, OpenAI has partnered with Bain & Company, Mattel, Moderna, Los Alamos National Laboratory, and Harvard. It has brought on Jony Ive, the designer of the iPhone, to spearhead the creation of physical OpenAI devices. (The Atlantic and OpenAI have a corporate partnership.)



GPT-5 achieves state-of-the-art performance on a number of AI benchmarks, according to OpenAI's internal tests, but it is far from a clean sweep: On a few tests, competing products such as Google Gemini, Anthropic's Claude, and xAI's Grok outperform, or are just barely below the level of, OpenAI's new top model. The GPT-5 announcement video and launch page also contained a number of errors--incorrect labels, numbers and colors that made no sense, and missing entries on charts--that made the program's precise abilities, and the trustworthiness of OpenAI's reporting, hard to discern (and led some observers to joke that perhaps GPT-5 itself had made, or hallucinated, the graphics). Yet that may not matter. OpenAI's animating theme for GPT-5 is user experience, not "intelligence": Its new model is intuitive, fast, and efficient; adapts to human preferences and intentions; and is easy to personalize. Before it is more intelligent, GPT-5 is more usable--and more likely to attract and retain users. "The important point is this," Altman said, pinching a thumb and index finger together for emphasis: "We think you will love using GPT-5 much more than any previous AI."



In some sense, OpenAI is learning from its greatest success. ChatGPT took off because it effectively redesigned an existing product: GPT-3.5, ChatGPT's original underlying model, was months old by the time the chatbot came out, but it was relatively obscure. Placing essentially the same program within a conversational interface, however, made the model easy to use and obsess over. GPT-4 would eventually provide a new engine--smarter and more capable--but this was almost beside the point; to most people, the product was already firmly established as ChatGPT. And, like the original ChatGPT, GPT-5 is free, although nonpaying users have a limit on their usage of this most-advanced model--giving everyone a small taste of OpenAI's ecosystem to open up the possibility that they will want, and pay for, more.



During the ensuing two-plus years of the AI race, OpenAI has kept up by releasing a slew of more minor models and new features. When Google released a version of Gemini that was extremely fast and cheap, OpenAI did the same; when DeepSeek launched a free and advanced model that could "reason" through complex questions, OpenAI publicly released a still more powerful reasoning system of its own; as Anthropic's Claude Code seemed to corner the AI-coding market, OpenAI came out with the Codex tool for software engineers. The empire's ambitions had no limits.

Read: China's DeepSeek surprise

But these products were accompanied by a labyrinth of names and uses: GPT-4o and GPT-4o mini and GPT-4.1; o1-mini and o1-pro; o3 and o3-pro and o4-mini; and so on. This was a matter not only of poor branding but of poor design. Despite the numbers, for some uses o3 is better than o4. Users frequently complain that they don't know how to select from OpenAI's models. "We are near the end of this current problem," Altman said on OpenAI's podcast in June. "I am excited to just get to GPT-5 and GPT-6, and I think that'll be easier for people to use."



Now OpenAI has arrived at GPT-5, and indeed, the model might be best understood as providing easier and frictionless use--an amalgam of all of OpenAI's disparate, discrete advances from the previous two-plus years. GPT-5 "eliminates this choice" among models and their specialties, Mark Chen, OpenAI's chief research officer, said in today's announcement, and that may be the new model's core feature. GPT-5 modulates its approach to your query, using more or less "reasoning" power--doing the equivalent of selecting among the GPT-4os and o3s and o4s--depending on what is asked of it. OpenAI is now retiring a large number of its previous major models.



Alongside GPT-5, OpenAI also announced a number of other additions to the ChatGPT experience to "make ChatGPT more personalized," Chen said, "so it's more like your AI." These new features are customizable color schemes, personalities ("cynic," "robot," "listener," "nerd"), and access to Gmail and Google Calendar--all building on top of the recently added "Memories" feature, through which ChatGPT can pull information from previous chats. These add-ons have little to do with the bot's engine--how "intelligent" or "capable" it is--but they will make ChatGPT more individualized, more useful, and perhaps more fun. Businesses can integrate their data as well. Just as the years of photos and notes on your iPhone make switching to a Google Pixel undesirable, or years of using Google Drive make migrating to Microsoft OneDrive hard, if ChatGPT morphs from a vanilla bot into your AI or your company's AI, leaving for Gemini or Claude becomes not just burdensome but a downgrade.



At this stage of the AI boom, when every major chatbot is legitimately helpful in numerous ways, benchmarks, science, and rigor feel almost insignificant. What matters is how the chatbot feels--and, in the case of the Google integrations, that it can span your entire digital life. Before OpenAI builds artificial general intelligence--a model that can do basically any knowledge work as well as a human, and the first step, in the company's narrative, toward overhauling the economy and curing all disease--it is aiming to build an artificial general assistant. This is a model that aims to do everything, fit for a company that wants to be everywhere.
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The Epstein 'Client List' Will Never Go Away

How can you prove the absence of a secret file?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Jeffrey Epstein's "client list" is the conspiracy theory that may never die. A secret document detailing all of the elite clients that Epstein allegedly sex-trafficked minors to--it's something of a grail for QAnon adherents, TMZ watchers, and serious news readers alike. There is no proof that such a thing exists.



Yet President Donald Trump himself suggested that it did during his campaign, and pledged to release it before a disastrous backtrack from the Department of Justice last month. Now, in a poll released Monday, nearly two-thirds of Americans said they believe that the Trump administration is hiding something, and 71 percent said they still believe that the list is real. Meanwhile, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has demanded that the list be released, Democrats are pushing the narrative that the Trump administration is orchestrating a cover-up, and yesterday the House subpoenaed the DOJ for additional files related to the case.



To be clear, many unanswered and valid questions remain about Epstein. Before his death, he was charged with trafficking and abusing, as it read in the indictment, "a vast network" of dozens of underage girls. Many still wonder why he was permitted to carry on with his crimes for so long, whether other people who were complicit in them have escaped justice, and how much President Trump may have known while the two were friends. Trump's name reportedly appears in files that have been redacted by the FBI, though he has repeatedly denied personal knowledge of Epstein's crimes and says their relationship ended in 2004.

David A. Graham: Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article

The specific idea of a client list, though, has taken on a life of its own. No one can demonstrate that the list doesn't exist, so people will continue to insist that it does--that it is being kept from them. There's a certain logic to their belief, because a similar document has been seen already. In 2015, Gawker published Epstein's address book, which was full of names of celebrities and politicians. He apparently kept meticulous records and liked putting all of his famous contacts together in one place. And so the idea of a client list feels plausible to many people because they've had a mental image of it for 10 years now.



Moreover, Trump has created a "where there's smoke there's fire" effect in the past several weeks. The president has vacillated among suggesting that he has no obligation to talk about Epstein, speculating that political foes may have fabricated parts of the Epstein file, attempting to placate his supporters by ordering the release of grand-jury testimony about the case (which cannot be unsealed, a federal judge ruled), and deflecting ("you ought to be talking about Bill Clinton").



There's a useful parallel between the government's handling of the Epstein case and its investigation into the John F. Kennedy assassination. That assassination, of course, launched a million conspiracy theories: Most Americans still believe that the shooter, Lee Harvey Oswald, did not act alone. One theory holds that the CIA was somehow involved, which has led people to search for hidden evidence within the government's own records--much as we've seen with the Epstein case.



In 1967, Jim Garrison, the district attorney of New Orleans, ended up going down this road. He was re-investigating the case after receiving tips that Oswald, a New Orleans native, had worked with locals in a plot to kill the president. Long and complicated story short, Garrison would eventually subpoena CIA Director Richard Helms, demanding that he produce a photograph that purportedly showed Oswald with a CIA officer in Mexico City in 1963--cementing a link between the killer and the intelligence agency.



There was only a slim reason to think such a photo might exist. Garrison was extrapolating from an existing controversy over a photo that the CIA had provided to the Warren Commission years before. That photo showed an unknown man in Mexico City; it was labeled as a photo of Oswald but was clearly not him. Garrison's theory was that there had been a swap. "It's perfectly clear that the actual picture of Oswald and his companion was suppressed and a fake photo substituted," he said. The government had no way to prove that he was wrong--to prove that there was no such photo. Garrison took his accusations all the way to a highly publicized trial in 1969. His theory of the case fell apart in court for unrelated reasons, but his many notions linger to this day. (He is the hero of the 1991 blockbuster film JFK.)



The Kennedy assassination still features many unknowns, and information is still being released about it in drips and drabs--previewing, perhaps, the future of disclosure around the Epstein case. Last month, the CIA released assassination files that researchers had been requesting for more than 20 years. They pertained to a specific CIA officer who some think may have known or worked with Oswald in New Orleans. In the 1970s, the same CIA officer was assigned to work with the House Select Committee on Assassinations and help them in their re-investigation of Kennedy's death. He was using a different name by then, and the committee did not know it was the same person. He blatantly deceived Congress and actually thwarted their efforts to understand whatever had happened in New Orleans. The latest batch of files still didn't reveal a direct connection between this officer and Oswald, but that hasn't put the issue to bed.

Read: Conspiracy theorists are turning on the president

That the CIA maintained its secrecy around the officer for decades is what has made curiosity linger. The historian Gerald Posner was one of the public figures (along with the novelist Don DeLillo and the writer Norman Mailer) who'd signed an open letter asking for the release of these files back in 2003, a decade after he wrote a definitive book affirming the theory that Oswald acted alone. He recently told me that he's disgusted with the CIA for taking so long to provide them--not because he thinks they shed new light on the Kennedy assassination but for just the opposite reason. He thinks they really don't, but that hiding them encourages people to speculate ever more darkly. The CIA drags its feet, and when the documents are finally released, they usually have "nothing to do with the assassination," Posner said. "But it's often too late to explain that."



This dynamic--in which defensiveness and reflexive secrecy lead to prolonged struggles over information that may or may not be important--has been a recurring problem throughout modern U.S. history. In her 2008 book, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War 1 to 9/11, the historian Kathryn Olmsted argues that selective opacity is one of the key reasons that Americans distrust their government. The passage of the Freedom of Information Act in 1966 democratized access to information, she argues, yet also left citizens baffled and frustrated when documents were refused to them or granted only with heavy redactions. The government's "ambivalence" about providing information "sometimes had the effect of frightening citizens rather than reassuring them," Olmsted writes.



There are good reasons that not all of the Epstein files can be released--chief among them, the privacy of victims--but Americans are not wrong to think the government is being less transparent than it could be. The administration could release more than it has, which Congress is currently pressuring it to do. Within that context, why would people believe Trump or the FBI when they say that a client list doesn't exist? I posed this question to Mark Fenster, a professor at the University of Florida's law school who often writes about government transparency and conspiracy theories. Can you ever convince people that there is no list? "No, you can't," he said. "You can't convince people that all of the pertinent JFK-assassination documents have been released. You can't convince people who believe otherwise that all the truth is out on Jeffrey Epstein." (Especially because it currently isn't.) "That's just a flat no," he went on. "Rarely do I say flat nos, but that's just a flat no."



Like the Epstein case, Kennedy-assassination skepticism demonstrates two opposing impulses. The first, to speculate wildly. The second, to doggedly pursue more and better information, sometimes so stubbornly that it approaches irrationality in itself. These past few weeks have also brought to mind the Kennedy researcher Harold Weisberg, whose early books were a countercultural phenomenon and who was known for his diligent, insistent filling of FOIA requests. He wanted a specific report that he thought must exist about the spectrographic testing used on the Dallas crime-scene bullets; he was told that the FBI had looked for such a report and couldn't find anything. He appealed four times before the D.C. Circuit ruled in 1983 that he had to stop. The decision stated that if an agency could prove it had conducted a thorough search for the requested material, it did not also have to prove the negative--that the material never existed or had previously been destroyed. Yet, of course, the court couldn't compel him to stop wondering.



Nobody can make Americans stop wondering about a "client list" either. It can't stay on the front page indefinitely, but people won't forget about it. Epstein will become part of the American cultural backdrop, like Hunter Biden's computer, 9/11 trutherism, Kennedy, chemtrails, Roswell, and QAnon. At certain times, such conspiratorial thinking and refusal to accept the evidence will become dangerous--people will spin up fantasies that result in acts of defamation or threats of violence. At other times, it will just be part of the daily chatter.
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Where Have the Proud Boys Gone?

The Trump administration has left them with little to do.

by Ali Breland


Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys, was pardoned by President Donald Trump in January. (Joe Raedle / Getty)



Last week, the Department of Homeland Security debuted a recruitment strategy to expand the ranks of ICE: sign-on bonuses. Thanks to a rush of cash from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the department announced that it's offering up to $50,000 to newly hired federal law-enforcement agents. The offer caught the eye of one group that seemed to be particularly pleased by the government's exciting career opportunity. On Telegram, an account linked to the Toledo, Ohio, chapter of the Proud Boys declared: "Toledo Boys living high on the hog right now!!"



Whether members of the extremist group have pursued job openings at ICE, much less been hired and handed a big check, is unclear. I asked the Toledo chapter whether its members are applying to work for the government, but I didn't hear back. Tricia McLaughlin, a Department of Homeland Security spokesperson, said in an email that "any individual who desires to join ICE will undergo intense background investigations and security clearances--no exception." But the Toledo Proud Boys' enthusiasm for the work, if nothing else, is telling. The Trump administration is enacting a mass-deportation campaign centered around aggression and cruelty. The Proud Boys are staunchly against undocumented immigrants, and have repeatedly intimidated and physically antagonized their enemies (during the first Trump administration, they often got into fights with left-wing protesters). The group's ideals are being pursued--but by ICE and the government itself.

Trump's deportations aren't what they seem

There was every reason to believe that the Proud Boys would run wild in Donald Trump's second term. On his first day back in the White House, Trump pardoned everyone who was convicted for crimes related to the insurrection on January 6, 2021--including roughly 100 known members of the Proud Boys and other extremist organizations. They had received some of the harshest sentences tied to the Capitol riot: All 14 people who were still in prison when Trump returned to office were affiliated with either the Proud Boys or the Oath Keepers. At the time, a terrorism expert at the Council on Foreign Relations warned that the pardons "could be catastrophic for public safety," sending a message to extremist groups that violence in the name of MAGA "is legal and legitimate." Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys who himself was pardoned, announced that there would be hell to pay: "I'm happy that the president is focusing not on retribution, and focusing on success," he said on Infowars, "but I will tell you that I'm not gonna play by those rules."



Six months later, though, the Proud Boys have been surprisingly quiet. According to data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED), a nonprofit that tracks political violence, the Proud Boys have been less active in 2025 than over the preceding several years. Since his release, Tarrio's most prominent action has been helping launch "ICERAID," a website that pays people in crypto in exchange for reporting undocumented immigrants. Tarrio, who did not respond to an interview request through a lawyer, also co-hosts frequent livestreams on X. In one episode of a livestream last month, Tarrio nursed a cigarette while a man who identified himself only as "Patriot Rob" waxed nostalgic about how inescapable the Proud Boys once were. In 2020, members of the militant group showed up at anti-lockdown rallies across the country, clashed with racial-justice protesters, and earned a shout-out from Trump himself during a presidential debate. (The Proud Boys so frequently traveled to Washington, D.C., for various kinds of protests in 2020 that Politico wrote about their favorite bar.) Now, Patriot Rob said on the livestream, "there's very few of us left."

It's unclear how many Proud Boy chapters there are today, but some seem to be defunct: Those in Philadelphia and Michigan have let their websites turn into dead links and stopped posting on Telegram, the social platform of choice for most Proud Boys. I reached out to 10 Proud Boy chapters and requested interviews. None was willing to speak with me. After I told a Miami chapter that I had spoken with experts on the current state of the Proud Boys, someone who identified himself only as "Alex" responded: "Experts' lol Experts at what? Sucking cock Y'all can go fuck yourselves!" The East Tennessee Chapter, perhaps mistaking my name for a woman's, replied by saying, "We're going to request some nudes in order to confirm your identity ?."

The Proud Boys have not disappeared. They have been spotted at a "Tesla Takedown" event in Salem, Oregon; marched with anti-abortion activists in San Francisco; and confronted protesters outside of the "Alligator Alcatraz" ICE facility. Other right-wing groups have been more active. After the Texas floods last month, a leader of the Patriot Front claimed that the extremist group was involved in recovery efforts to help "European peoples." Patriot Front, which has also held several marches across the country since the start of Trump's second term, remains a small organization. Estimates put its membership at 200 to 300 people, compared with the thousands that researchers believe are, or at least were, in the Proud Boys. On the whole, militia groups are "keeping it low-key," Amy Cooter, the deputy director and a co-founder of the Institute for Countering Digital Extremism, told me. Since the start of the year, ACLED has recorded 108 extremist protests nationwide--not even half as many as at this point in 2022. This is not entirely unexpected. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance has reported, in the 1990s, a surge of militia activity and white nationalism appeared to die down after the Oklahoma City bombing--but those movements never disappeared; they simply moved underground.

Read: The new anarchy

Today, part of the reason for the apparent decline is that even after Trump's pardons, far-right groups are still dealing with the hangover of January 6. Militia groups have always been relatively splintered, but the insurrection exacerbated the fissures. Some Oath Keeper groups are divided on whether their leader, Stewart Rhodes, went too far on January 6, when he rallied Oath Keepers to breach the Capitol, Cooter said. Some members have been vocal about leaving the organization, citing Rhodes's leadership. In 2022, the Southern Poverty Law Center recorded five active Oath Keepers chapters, down from 70 in 2020. (The number of current chapters is not clear.)



Meanwhile, the Proud Boys fractured in 2021, after Reuters uncovered court records indicating that Tarrio had served as an informant to local and federal law enforcement before the group was founded. ("I don't recall any of this," Tarrio told Reuters at the time.) Many Proud Boys chapters disavowed him, including part of his own in Miami. The city now has two separate chapters, an anti-Tarrio and a pro-Tarrio one. In January, I emailed the Toledo Proud Boys chapter to ask about Tarrio. I received an unattributed reply expressing disappointment that Tarrio had "turned his back and squealed on brothers." I reached back out this week, and received a similar response: "Tarrio is a rat, punk, and low life!" The respondent also said this: "You breland, are exactly what President Trump said. .fake news! I'm sure you preferred the last potatoe!" (I asked if by "the last potato," the account meant Joe Biden. "Ahhh yes. .SMH," the respondent said. "You know. .the illegitimate one! The stolen election one! The one who wandered around aimlessly!")



The bigger reason that these far-right groups remain underground is that the Trump administration's aggressive agenda has left them with little to do. One of the motivating issues for the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other extremist groups is strong opposition to undocumented immigrants. After the presidential election, a leader of the Texas chapter of the Three Percenters, a militia group, reportedly wrote to Trump to offer manpower in enacting mass deportations. But ICE and other federal agencies are engaging in forceful action against immigrants backed by the state in a way that surpasses what the Oath Keepers or the Proud Boys could ever do. ICE agents, not far-right militias, are the ones who have smashed through car windows, thrown people into unmarked vans, and detained them indefinitely.



Even apart from immigration, "groups are taking a hands-off approach right now because their interests are often aligned with the government," Freddy Cruz, a researcher at the Western States Center, a nonprofit that tracks extremism, told me. The Proud Boys was started in 2016 in part to double down on traditional gender norms. Gavin McInnes, the group's founder, has described the Proud Boys as a "pro-Western fraternity" for men who "long for the days when girls were girls and men were men." The Proud Boys' extreme pro-male views are less distinct than they once were, as MAGA has embraced Andrew Tate and other openly misogynistic figures of the so-called manosphere. As a result, the Proud Boys have one less point to rally around.



Still, the Proud Boys and other right-wing militias might not stay underground forever. Under the right conditions, they could surge once again. "These groups are really responsive to news cycles," Cooter said. They have specific flash points--immigration, the Second Amendment, and supposed "election integrity"--that can mobilize them in certain contexts, she explained. The Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other established far-right groups still have infrastructure, a durable brand name, and the precedent that Trump might pardon them if things go awry. In May, Tarrio was reportedly invited to Mar-a-Lago, where he briefly spoke with Trump. Newer groups continue to organize. Patriot Front, for example, has teamed up with "Active Clubs," a loose network of white supremacists and neo-Nazis who run their own mixed-martial-arts fight clubs. Together, all of this could help give extremist groups a head start that they didn't have in the first Trump administration, when the Proud Boys and many other militia groups began to find their footing. The pieces are there, even if the moment isn't yet.
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What to Expect From Trump's Meeting With Putin

Meanwhile, is there a governing theory to the president's trade policy?

by The Editors




Donald Trump imposed additional global tariffs this week--but is there a governing theory to how the president is carrying out his trade policy? Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss Trump's latest trade announcements and how they may affect the U.S. economy.

Meanwhile, Trump has said he will meet with Vladimir Putin next week in Alaska to talk about ending Russia's war in Ukraine. "The Biden-era mantra of 'Nothing about Ukraine without Ukraine' is now ancient history under the Trump administration," Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic, said last night. Although this once meant that "you cannot negotiate the future of Ukraine without Ukraine at the table," she continued, "that's out of the question."

"Obviously, it puts the Ukrainians in a very difficult position because they basically have lost, first, their sovereignty to the war, and then again to the Trump administration essentially twisting their arm," Salama said.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent at ABC News; Tyler Pager, a White House correspondent at The New York Times; Jonathan Lemire, a staff writer at The Atlantic and a co-host of Morning Joe on MSNBC; and Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Why RFK Jr.'s Anti-Vaccine Campaign Is Working

The Trump administration's COVID-revenge campaign has laid the groundwork for Kennedy's larger agenda.

by Katherine J. Wu




Four and a half years ago, fresh off the success of Operation Warp Speed, mRNA vaccines were widely considered--as President Donald Trump said in December 2020--a "medical miracle." Last week, the United States government decidedly reversed that stance when Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. canceled nearly half a billion dollars' worth of grants and contracts for mRNA-vaccine research.



With Kennedy leading HHS, this about-face is easy to parse as yet another anti-vaccine move. But the assault on mRNA is also proof of another kind of animus: the COVID-revenge campaign that top officials in this administration have been pursuing for months, attacking the policies, technologies, and people that defined the U.S.'s pandemic response. As the immediacy of the COVID crisis receded, public anger about the American response to it took deeper root--perhaps most prominently among some critics who are now Trump appointees. That acrimony has become an essential tool in Kennedy's efforts to undermine vaccines. "It is leverage," Dorit Reiss, a vaccine-law expert at UC Law San Francisco, told me. "It is a way to justify doing things that he wouldn't be able to get away with otherwise."



COVID revenge has defined the second Trump administration's health policy from the beginning. Kennedy and his allies have ousted prominent HHS officials who played key roles in the development of COVID policy, as well as scientists at the National Institutes of Health, including close colleagues of Anthony Fauci, the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (and, according to Trump, an idiot and a "disaster"). In June, Kennedy dismissed every member of the CDC Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), which has helped shape COVID-vaccine recommendations, and handpicked replacements for them. HHS and ACIP are now stacked with COVID contrarians who have repeatedly criticized COVID policies and minimized the benefits of vaccines. Under pressure from Trump officials, the NIH has terminated funding for hundreds of COVID-related grants. The president and his appointees have espoused the highly disputed notion that COVID began as a leak from "an unsafe lab in Wuhan, China"--and cited the NIH's funding of related research as a reason to restrict federal agencies' independent grant-awarding powers.



This administration is rapidly rewriting the narrative of COVID vaccines as well. In an early executive order, Trump called for an end to COVID-19-vaccine mandates in schools, even though few remained; earlier this month, HHS rolled back a Biden-era policy that financially rewarded hospitals for reporting staff-vaccination rates, describing the policy as "coercive." The FDA has made it harder for manufacturers to bring new COVID shots to market, narrowed who can get the Novavax shot, and approved the Moderna COVID-19 vaccines for only a limited group of children, over the objections of agency experts. For its part, the CDC softened its COVID-shot guidance for pregnant people and children, after Kennedy--who has described the shots as "the deadliest vaccine ever made"--tried to unilaterally remove it. Experts told me they fear that what access remains to the shots for children and adults could still be abolished; so could COVID-vaccine manufacturers' current protection from liability. (Andrew Nixon, an HHS spokesperson, said in an email that the department would not comment on potential regulatory changes.)



The latest assault against mRNA vaccines, experts told me, is difficult to disentangle from the administration's pushback on COVID shots--which, because of the pandemic, the public now views as synonymous with the technology, Jennifer Nuzzo, the director of the Pandemic Center at Brown University School of Public Health, told me. Kennedy and his team justified the mRNA cuts by citing controversial research compiled by COVID critics, and suggesting--in contrast to a wealth of evidence--that the vaccines' risks outweigh their benefits, and that they "fail to protect effectively against upper respiratory infections like COVID and flu." And he insisted, without proof, that mRNA vaccines prolong pandemics. Meanwhile, NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya argued that the cancellations were driven by a lack of public trust in the technology itself. In May, the Trump administration also pulled more than $700 million in funds from Moderna that had initially been awarded to develop mRNA-based flu vaccines. The mRNA funding terminated so far came from HHS's Biomedical Advanced Research and Development Authority; multiple NIH officials told me that they anticipate that similar grant cuts will follow at their agency. (In an email, Kush Desai, a spokesperson for the White House, defended the administration's decision as a way to prioritize funding with "the most untapped potential"; Nixon echoed that sentiment, casting the decision as "a necessary pivot in how we steward public health innovations in vaccines.")



COVID is a politically convenient entryway to broader anti-vaccine sentiment. COVID shots are among the U.S.'s most politicized vaccines, and many Republicans have, since the outbreak's early days, been skeptical of COVID-mitigation policies. Although most Americans remain supportive of vaccines on the whole, most Republicans--and many Democrats--say they're no longer keen on getting more COVID shots. "People trust the COVID vaccines less," Nuzzo told me, which makes it easy for the administration's vaccine opponents to use attacks on those vaccines as purchase for broader assaults.



For all their COVID-centric hype, mRNA vaccines have long been under development for many unrelated diseases. And experts now worry that the blockades currently in place for certain types of mRNA vaccines could soon extend to other, similar technologies, including mRNA-based therapies in development for cancer and genetic disease, which might not make it through the approval process at Kennedy's FDA. (Nixon said HHS would continue to invest in mRNA research for cancer and other complex diseases.) Casting doubt on COVID shots makes other vaccines that have been vetted in the same way--and found to be safe and effective, based on high-quality data--look dubious. "Once you establish that it's okay to override something for COVID," Reiss told me, "it's much easier to say, 'Well, now we're going to unrecommend MMR.'" (Kennedy's ACIP plans to review the entire childhood-immunization schedule and assess its cumulative effects.)



Plenty of other avenues remain for Kennedy to play on COVID discontent--fear of the shots' side effects, distaste for mandates, declining trust in public health and medical experts--to pull back the government's support for vaccination. He has announced, for instance, his intention to reform the Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, which helps protect manufacturers from lawsuits over illegitimate claims about a vaccine's health effects, and his plans to find "ways to enlarge that program so that COVID-vaccine-injured people can be compensated." Some of the experts I spoke with fear that the FDA's Vaccines and Related Biological Products Advisory Committee--the agency's rough equivalent of ACIP--could be remade in Kennedy's vision. The administration has also been very willing to rescind federal funding from universities in order to forward its own ideas: Kennedy could, perhaps, threaten to withhold money from universities that require any vaccines for students.



Kennedy has also insisted that "we need to stop trusting the experts"--that Americans, for instance, shouldn't have been discouraged from doing their own research during the pandemic. He could use COVID as an excuse to make that maxim Americans' reality: Many public-health and infectious-disease-focused professional societies rely on at least some degree of federal funding, Nirav D. Shah, a former principal deputy director of the CDC, told me. Stripping those resources would be "a way to cut their legs off"--or, at the very least, would further delegitimize those expert bodies in the public eye. Kennedy has already barred representatives from professional societies, including the American Academy of Pediatrics and the Infectious Diseases Society of America, from participating in ACIP subcommittees after those two societies and others collectively sued HHS over its shifts in COVID policy. The public fight between medicine and government is now accelerating the nation onto a path where advice diverges over not just COVID shots but vaccines generally. (When asked about how COVID resentment was guiding the administration's decisions, Desai said that the media had politicized science to push for pandemic-era mandates and that The Atlantic "continues to fundamentally misunderstand how the Trump administration is reversing this COVID era politicization of HHS.")



The coronavirus pandemic began during the first Trump presidency; now its legacy is being exploited by a second one. Had the pandemic never happened, Kennedy would likely still be attacking vaccines, maybe even from the same position of power he currently commands. But without the lightning rod of COVID, Kennedy's attacks would be less effective. Already, one clear consequence of the Trump administration's anti-COVID campaign is that it will leave the nation less knowledgeable about and less prepared against all infectious diseases, Gregory Poland, a vaccinologist and the president of Atria Research Institute, told me. That might be the Trump administration's ultimate act of revenge. No matter who is in charge when the U.S. meets its next crisis, those leaders may be forced into a corner carved out by Trump and Kennedy--one from which the country must fight disease without adequate vaccination, research, or public-health expertise. This current administration will have left the nation with few other options.
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Americans Are All In on Cow-Based Wellness

Beef-tallow moisturizer is just the beginning.

by Yasmin Tayag




A not-insignificant number of TikToks aim to convince the viewer that beef-tallow moisturizer will not make your face smell like cow. The beauty influencers who tend to appear in these videos--usually clear-skinned women rubbing tallow into their face as they detail their previous dermatological woes--describe the scent as "buttery" or "earthy" or grass-like. Many of them come to the same conclusion: Okay, even if the tallow does smell a little bit, the smooth skin it leaves behind is well worth it.

Beef tallow (as both a moisturizer and an alternative to seed oils) is one of many cow-based products that have crowded the wellness market in the past five or so years. Beef-bone broth is a grocery-store staple. Demand for raw milk has grown, despite numerous cases of illness and warnings from public-health officials that drinking it can be fatal. In certain circles, raw cow organs--heart, liver, kidney--are prized superfoods. Target and Walmart sell supplements containing bovine collagen (a protein found in cowhide and bone) and colostrum (the rich liquid that mammals produce for their newborn offspring); they promise healthier skin, a happier gut, and stronger immunity, and come in flavors such as watermelon lime, lemon sorbet, and "valiant grape." You can buy cow-placenta pills for postpartum healing, or powdered bull testicle for testosterone support. The slightest interaction with clean-beauty Instagram can fill your feed with ads for beef-tallow lip balms, cleansing creams, sunscreen, and deodorants. (One brand even offers creamsicle-flavored beef-tallow personal lubricant, which is currently out of stock online.) Influencers praise tallow for clearing their acne and eczema--and offer discount codes so you can experience the same.

Even the government's recent public-health messaging has veered toward the bovine. During his tenure as health secretary, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has championed cooking in beef tallow (which he says is healthier than seed oils) and drinking raw milk (one of many items that he claims are suppressed by the FDA). Casey Means, President Donald Trump's nominee for surgeon general, also supports raw milk; she has suggested that Americans can decide whether a given bottle is safe to drink by looking the dairy farmer in the eye and petting his cow. Means and Kennedy have largely avoided engaging with the many public-health experts who reject their views. But in May, after months of such critiques, Kennedy took shots of raw milk at the White House to celebrate the release of the "Make America Healthy Again" report.

Woo-woo, it seems, is becoming moo-moo. America has entered its cowmaxxing era.

Like most wellness offerings, cow products are marketed with vague health claims that are virtually impossible to confirm or deny, such as "deeply nourishes and supports the skin barrier," "activate cellular health," and "supports memory." One of the many promises of the Ancestral Supplements Starter Pack of organ-based capsules is simply "vitality." (The company also includes a disclaimer that the FDA has not reviewed said vitality benefits.) Advocates of these goods tend to be more specific in their praise. Raw-milk enthusiasts claim that unpasteurized milk contains bioactive chemicals that improve human health. In one video, a woman drinks raw milk that's been in the fridge for more than a month; she claims it is safer to consume than store-bought pizza or salad and that it reduces rates of eczema, fevers, and respiratory infections. One smooth-skinned influencer, who says she hasn't washed her face in two years, claims that beef tallow is "bioidentical" to the sebum produced by human skin. (It's not, because it's from cows.)

Read: The real appeal of raw milk

Some of these products are more likely to provide benefits than others. Bone broth is indeed rich in collagen (which, when produced by the human body, strengthens hair and skin). Whey powder, made from leftover cheese water, does contain protein. But very few studies support the idea that eating more collagen strengthens hair and skin. Whey protein can help build lean muscle, but the body can only absorb so much at a time. Some dermatologists say tallow can strengthen and hydrate the skin; others say it clogs pores and should be avoided. Other products can be downright dangerous: Just this week, Florida officials announced that 21 people fell sick after consuming contaminated raw milk.

At least part of the appeal of cowmaxxing is the cows themselves: The products evoke the pastoral ideal of a cow grazing freely in the plains, milked lovingly by human hands. It's an image that's been embedded in American culture for centuries. Consider how Laura Ingalls Wilder, who was no stranger to the harsh reality of farm life, described cow-raising in Little Town on the Prairie: "Warm and sweet, the scent of new milk came up from the streams hissing into the rising foam, and it mixed with the scents of springtime." It's enough to persuade a microbiologist to drink raw milk.

In 21st-century America, cows still summon images of fields and clover and wide blue sky, enough to trigger the human tendency to believe that what's natural is "fundamentally good," Courtney Lappas, a biology professor at Lebanon Valley College, told me. Her research has shown that some Americans prefer natural over man-made products even when the former is described as objectively worse--a phenomenon her colleague Brian Meier has called the "naturalness bias." This tendency, which is prevalent across cultures, likely leads people to assume that unprocessed cow-based products are safe and healthy, she said. Tallow, some skin-care enthusiasts claim, is a healthier, safer alternative to conventional moisturizers, which supposedly contain toxic chemicals. The branding of such products, too, leans into the notion that natural is best: Fat Cow Skincare markets its tallow cosmetics as "pure skincare, powered by nature"; Heart and Soil sells capsules of "nature's superfood" (that is, organ meats). Other brands invoke nature through the prehistoric, with names such as Primal Harvest, Primal Kitchen, Primal FX, Primal Being, and Primal Queen. Ancestral Supplements' ad copy reads: "Putting Back In What the Modern World Left Out."

Read: How organ meat got into smoothies

America's current health landscape is the perfect setting for cowmaxxing to thrive. The naturalness bias is deeply ingrained in Kennedy's MAHA campaign, which aims to improve public health by returning to a more natural lifestyle. In Kennedy's view, beef tallow is superior to seed oil because it's less processed (some people even render it at home). The carnivore and tradwife movements embody a similar message, promoting the consumption of raw cow organs and making butter from scratch. You may not know what's in store-bought products, the thinking goes, but you do know what's in tallow: pure, unadulterated cow fat.

And yet most modern cows live in a decidedly unnatural environment. The majority of U.S. cattle are fed genetically modified crops, and some genetically modified cows are allowed to be sold as food. Many cow-based wellness products bear the label "grass-fed," which suggests cows that were raised on pastures rather than feedlots. But the label is not strictly enforced, and it doesn't necessarily prohibit farmers from giving cows antibiotics or hormones. There's no guarantee that a cow whose colostrum is harvested to be sold by a tradwife on Instagram had a happy, bucolic existence. Not to mention that colostrum, whey, and placenta do not come out of the cow in the form of powders or pills.

The spread of science misinformation, along with legitimate concerns about the state of public health in the United States, has left many Americans understandably confused about whether conventional science and Western medicine can be trusted in 2025. Getting to the bottom of, say, the seed-oil controversy requires engaging with thorny scientific debates that reference inscrutable research papers; embracing the natural and ancestral by opting for tallow is an attractively simple-seeming alternative. "It brings with it a sense of purity or wholesomeness that is desirable right now," Marianne Clark, a sociologist at Acadia University who studies wellness trends, told me. In this sense, cowmaxxing is not so much a health endeavor as it is a spiritual one, its promise downright biblical: Cowliness is next to godliness.
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Canada Is Killing Itself

The country gave its citizens the right to die. Doctors are struggling to keep up with demand.

by Elaina Plott Calabro


At a hospital in Quebec, a pharmacist prepares the drugs used in euthanasia. (Johnny C. Y. Lam for The Atlantic)



The euthanasia conference was held at a Sheraton. Some 300 Canadian professionals, most of them clinicians, had arrived for the annual event. There were lunch buffets and complimentary tote bags; attendees could look forward to a Friday-night social outing, with a DJ, at an event space above Par-Tee Putt in downtown Vancouver. "The most important thing," one doctor told me, "is the networking."

Which is to say that it might have been any other convention in Canada. Over the past decade, practitioners of euthanasia have become as familiar as orthodontists or plastic surgeons are with the mundane rituals of lanyards and drink tickets and It's been so long s outside the ballroom of a four-star hotel. The difference is that, 10 years ago, what many of the attendees here do for work would have been considered homicide.

When Canada's Parliament in 2016 legalized the practice of euthanasia--Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID, as it's formally called--it launched an open-ended medical experiment. One day, administering a lethal injection to a patient was against the law; the next, it was as legitimate as a tonsillectomy, but often with less of a wait. MAID now accounts for about one in 20 deaths in Canada--more than Alzheimer's and diabetes combined--surpassing countries where assisted dying has been legal for far longer.

It is too soon to call euthanasia a lifestyle option in Canada, but from the outset it has proved a case study in momentum. MAID began as a practice limited to gravely ill patients who were already at the end of life. The law was then expanded to include people who were suffering from serious medical conditions but not facing imminent death. In two years, MAID will be made available to those suffering only from mental illness. Parliament has also recommended granting access to minors.

At the center of the world's fastest-growing euthanasia regime is the concept of patient autonomy. Honoring a patient's wishes is of course a core value in medicine. But here it has become paramount, allowing Canada's MAID advocates to push for expansion in terms that brook no argument, refracted through the language of equality, access, and compassion. As Canada contends with ever-evolving claims on the right to die, the demand for euthanasia has begun to outstrip the capacity of clinicians to provide it.

There have been unintended consequences: Some Canadians who cannot afford to manage their illness have sought doctors to end their life. In certain situations, clinicians have faced impossible ethical dilemmas. At the same time, medical professionals who decided early on to reorient their career toward assisted death no longer feel compelled to tiptoe around the full, energetic extent of their devotion to MAID. Some clinicians in Canada have euthanized hundreds of patients.

The two-day conference in Vancouver was sponsored by a professional group called the Canadian Association of MAiD Assessors and Providers. Stefanie Green, a physician on Vancouver Island and one of the organization's founders, told me how her decades as a maternity doctor had helped equip her for this new chapter in her career. In both fields, she explained, she was guiding a patient through an "essentially natural event"--the emotional and medical choreography "of the most important days in their life." She continued the analogy: "I thought, Well, one is like delivering life into the world, and the other feels like transitioning and delivering life out." And so Green does not refer to her MAID deaths only as "provisions"--the term for euthanasia that most clinicians have adopted. She also calls them "deliveries."

Gord Gubitz, a neurologist from Nova Scotia, told me that people often ask him about the "stress" and "trauma" and "strife" of his work as a MAID provider. Isn't it so emotionally draining? In fact, for him it is just the opposite. He finds euthanasia to be "energizing"--the "most meaningful work" of his career. "It's a happy sad, right?" he explained. "It's really sad that you were in so much pain. It is sad that your family is racked with grief. But we're so happy you got what you wanted."

From the June 2023 issue: David Brooks on how Canada's assisted-suicide law went wrong

Has Canada itself gotten what it wanted? Nine years after the legalization of assisted death, Canada's leaders seem to regard MAID from a strange, almost anthropological remove: as if the future of euthanasia is no more within their control than the laws of physics; as if continued expansion is not a reality the government is choosing so much as conceding. This is the story of an ideology in motion, of what happens when a nation enshrines a right before reckoning with the totality of its logic. If autonomy in death is sacrosanct, is there anyone who shouldn't be helped to die?

Rishad Usmani remembers the first patient he killed. She was 77 years old and a former Ice Capades skater, and she had severe spinal stenosis. Usmani, the woman's family physician on Vancouver Island, had tried to talk her out of the decision to die. He would always do that, he told me, when patients first asked about medically assisted death, because often what he found was that people simply wanted to be comfortable, to have their pain controlled; that when they reckoned, really reckoned, with the finality of it all, they realized they didn't actually want euthanasia. But this patient was sure: She was suffering, not just from the pain but from the pain medication too. She wanted to die.

On December 13, 2018, Usmani arrived at the woman's home in the town of Comox, British Columbia. He was joined by a more senior physician, who would supervise the procedure, and a nurse, who would start the intravenous line. The patient lay in a hospital bed, her sister next to her, holding her hand. Usmani asked her a final time if she was sure; she said she was. He administered 10 milligrams of midazolam, a fast-acting sedative, then 40 milligrams of lidocaine to numb the vein in preparation for the 1,000 milligrams of propofol, which would induce a deep coma. Finally he injected 200 milligrams of a paralytic agent called rocuronium, which would bring an end to breathing, ultimately causing the heart to stop.

Usmani drew his stethoscope to the woman's chest and listened. To his quiet alarm, he could hear the heart still beating. In fact, as the seconds passed, it seemed to be quickening. He glanced at his supervisor. Where had he messed up? But as soon as they locked eyes, he understood: He was listening to his own heartbeat.

Many clinicians in Canada who have provided medical assistance in dying have a story like this, about the tangle of nerves and uncertainties that attended their first case. Death itself is something every clinician knows intimately, the grief and pallor and paperwork of it. To work in medicine is to step each day into the worst days of other people's lives. But approaching death as a procedure, as something to be scheduled over Outlook, took some getting used to. In Canada, it is no longer a novel and remarkable event. As of 2023, the last year for which data are available, some 60,300 Canadians had been legally helped to their death by clinicians. In Quebec, more than 7 percent of all deaths are by euthanasia--the highest rate of any jurisdiction in the world. "I have two or three provisions every week now, and it's continuing to go up every year," Claude Rivard, a family doctor in suburban Montreal, told me.

Rivard has thus far provided for more than 600 patients and helps train clinicians new to MAID. This spring, I watched from the back of a small classroom in a Vancouver hospital as Rivard led a workshop on intraosseous infusion--administering drugs directly into the bone marrow, a useful skill for MAID clinicians, Rivard explained, in the event of IV failure. Arranged on absorbent pads across the back row of tables were eight pig knuckles, bulbous and pink. After a PowerPoint presentation, the dozen or so attendees took turns with different injection devices, from the primitive (manual needles) to the modern (bone-injection guns). Hands cramped around hollow steel needles as the workshop attendees struggled to twist and drive the tools home. This was the last thing, the clinicians later agreed, that patients would want to see as they lay trying to die. Practitioners needed to learn. "Every detail matters," Rivard told the class; he preferred the bone-injection gun himself.
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The details of the assisted-death experience have become a preoccupation of Canadian life. Patients meticulously orchestrate their final moments, planning celebrations around them: weekend house parties before a Sunday-night euthanasia in the garden; a Catholic priest to deliver last rites; extended-family renditions of "Auld Lang Syne" at the bedside. For $10.99, you can design your MAID experience with the help of the Be Ceremonial app; suggested rituals include a story altar, a forgiveness ceremony, and the collecting of tears from witnesses. On the Disrupting Death podcast, hosted by an educator and a social worker in Ontario, guests share ideas on subjects such as normalizing the MAID process for children facing the death of an adult in their life--a pajama party at a funeral home; painting a coffin in a schoolyard.

Autonomy, choice, control: These are the values that found purchase with the great majority of Canadians in February 2015, when, in a case spearheaded by the British Columbia Civil Liberties Association, the supreme court of Canada unanimously overturned the country's criminal ban on medically assisted death. For advocates, the victory had been decades in the making--the culmination of a campaign that had grown in fervor since the 1990s, when Canada's high court narrowly ruled against physician-assisted death in a case brought by a patient with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or ALS. "We're talking about a competent person making a choice about their death," one longtime right-to-die activist said while celebrating the new ruling. "Don't access this choice if you don't want--but stay away from my death bed." A year later, in June 2016, Parliament passed the first legislation officially permitting medical assistance in dying for eligible adults, placing Canada among the handful of countries (including Belgium, Switzerland, and the Netherlands) and U.S. states (Oregon, Vermont, and California, among others) that already allowed some version of the practice.

Read: How do I make sense of my mother's decision to die?

The new law approved medical assistance in dying for adults who had a "grievous and irremediable medical condition" causing them "intolerable suffering," and who faced a "reasonably foreseeable" natural death. To qualify, patients needed two clinicians to sign off on their application, and the law required a 10-day "reflection period" before the procedure could take place. Patients could choose to die either by euthanasia--having a clinician administer the drugs directly--or, alternatively, by assisted suicide, in which a patient self-administers a lethal prescription orally. (Virtually all MAID deaths in Canada have been by euthanasia.) When the procedure was set to begin, patients were required to give final consent.

The law, in other words, was premised on the concept of patient autonomy, but within narrow boundaries. Rather than force someone with, say, late-stage cancer to suffer to the very end, MAID would allow patients to depart on their own terms: to experience a "dignified death," as proponents called it. That the threshold of eligibility for MAID would be high--and stringent--was presented to the public as self-evident, although the criteria themselves were vague when you looked closely. For instance, what constituted "reasonably foreseeable"? Two months? Two years? Canada's Department of Justice suggested only "a period of time that is not too remote."

Provincial health authorities were left to fill in the blanks. Following the law's passage, doctors, nurse practitioners, pharmacists, and lawyers scrambled to draw up the regulatory fine print for a procedure that until then had been legally classified as culpable homicide. How should the assessment process work? What drugs should be used? Particularly vexing was the question of whether it should be clinicians or patients who initiated conversations about assisted death. Some argued that doctors and nurses had a professional obligation to broach the subject of MAID with potentially eligible patients, just as they would any other "treatment option." Others feared that patients could interpret this as a recommendation--indeed, feared that talking about assisted death as a medical treatment, like Lasik surgery or a hip replacement, was dangerous in itself.

Early on, a number of health-care professionals refused to engage in any way with MAID--some because of religious beliefs, and others because, in their view, it violated a medical duty to "do no harm." For many clinicians, the ethical and logistical challenges of MAID only compounded the stress of working within Canada's public-health-care system, beset by years of funding cuts and staffing shortages. The median wait time for general surgery is about 22 weeks. For orthopedic surgery, it's more than a year. For some kinds of mental-health services, the wait time can be longer.

As the first assessment requests trickled in, even many clinicians who believed strongly in the right to an assisted death were reluctant to do the actual assisting. Some told me they agreed to take on patients only after realizing that no one else--in their hospital or even their region--was willing to go first. Matt Kutcher, a physician on Prince Edward Island, was more open to MAID than others, but acknowledged the challenge of building the practice of assisted death virtually from scratch. "The reality," he said, "is that we were all just kind of making it up as we went along, very cautiously."

On a rainy spring evening in 2017, Kutcher drove to a farmhouse by the sea to administer the first state-sanctioned act of euthanasia in his province. The patient, Paul Couvrette, had learned about MAID from his wife, Liana Brittain, in 2015, soon after the supreme-court decision. He had just been diagnosed with lung cancer, and while processing this fact in the parking lot of the clinic had turned to his wife and announced: "I'm not going to have cancer. I'm going to kill myself." Brittain told her husband this was a bit dramatic. "You know, dear, you don't have to do that," she recalls responding. "The government will do it for you, and they'll do it for free." Couvrette had marveled at the news, because although he was open to surgery, he had no interest in chemotherapy or radiation. MAID, Brittain told me, gave her husband the relief of a "back door." By early 2017, the cancer had spread to Couvrette's brain; the 72-year-old became largely bedridden. He set his MAID procedure for May 10--the couple's wedding anniversary.

Kutcher and a nurse had agreed to come early and join the extended family--children, a granddaughter--for Couvrette's final dinner: seafood chowder and gluten-free biscuits. Only Brittain would eventually join Couvrette in the downstairs bedroom; the rest of the family and the couple's two dogs would wait outside on the beach. There was a shared understanding, Kutcher recalled, that "this was something none of us had experienced before, and we didn't really know what we were in for." What followed was a "beautiful death"--that was what the local newspaper called it, Brittain told me. Couvrette's last words to his wife came from their wedding vows: I'll love you forever, plus three days.

Kutcher wrestled at first with the sheer strangeness of the experience--how quickly it was over, packing up his equipment at the side of a dead man who just 10 minutes earlier had been talking with him, very much alive. But he went home believing he had done the right thing for his patient.

For proponents, Couvrette epitomized the ideal MAID candidate, motivated not by an impulsive death wish but by a considered desire to reclaim control of his fate from a terminal disease. The lobbying group Dying With Dignity Canada celebrated Couvrette's "empowering choice and journey" as part of a showcase on its website of "good deaths" made possible by the new law. There was also the surgeon in Nova Scotia with Parkinson's who "died the same way he lived--on his own terms." And there were the Toronto couple in their 90s who, in a "dream ending to their storybook romance," underwent MAID together.

Such heartfelt accounts tended to center on the white, educated, financially stable patients who represented the typical MAID recipient. The stories did not precisely capture what many clinicians were discovering also to be true: that if dying by MAID was dying with dignity, some deaths felt considerably more dignified than others. Not everyone has coastal homes or children and grandchildren who can gather in love and solidarity. This was made clear to Sandy Buchman, a palliative-care physician in Toronto, during one of his early MAID cases, when a patient, "all alone," gave final consent from a mattress on the floor of a rental apartment. Buchman recalls having to kneel next to the mattress in the otherwise empty space to administer the drugs. "It was horrible," he told me. "You can see how challenging, how awful, things can be."

In 2018, Buchman co-founded a nonprofit organization called MAiDHouse. The aim was to create a "third place" of sorts for people who want to die somewhere other than a hospital or at home. Finding a location proved difficult; many landlords were resistant. But by 2022, MAiDHouse had leased the space in Toronto from which it operates today. (For security reasons, the location is not public.) Tekla Hendrickson, the executive director of MAiDHouse, told me the space was designed to feel warm and familiar but also adaptable to the wishes of the person using it: furniture light enough to rearrange, bare surfaces for flowers or photos or any other personal items. "Sometimes they have champagne, sometimes they come in limos, sometimes they wear ball gowns," Hendrickson said. The act of euthanasia itself takes place in a La-Z-Boy-like recliner, with adjacent rooms available for family and friends who may prefer not to witness the procedure. According to the MAiDHouse website, the body is then transferred to a funeral home by attendants who arrive in unmarked cars and depart "discreetly."

Since its founding, MAiDHouse has provided space and support for more than 100 deaths. The group's homepage displays a photograph of dandelion seeds scattering in a gentle wind. A second MAiDHouse location recently opened in Victoria, British Columbia. In the organization's 2023 annual report, the chair of the board noted that MAiDHouse's followers on LinkedIn had increased by 85 percent; its new Instagram profile was gaining followers too. More to the point, the number of provisions performed at MAiDHouse had doubled over the previous year--"astounding progress for such a young organization."

In the early days of MAID, some clinicians found themselves at once surprised and conflicted by the fulfillment they experienced in helping people die. A few months after the law's passage, Stefanie Green, whom I'd met at the conference in Vancouver, acknowledged to herself how "upbeat" she'd felt following a recent provision--"a little hyped up on adrenaline," as she later put it in a memoir about her first year providing medical assistance in death. Green realized it was gratification she was feeling: A patient had come to her in immense pain, and she had been in a position to offer relief. In the end, she believed, she had "given a gift to a dying man."

Green had at first been reluctant to reveal her feelings to anyone, afraid that she might be viewed, she recalled, as a "psychopath." But she did eventually confide in a small group of fellow MAID practitioners. Green and several colleagues realized that there was a need for a formal community of professionals. In 2017, they officially launched the group whose meeting I attended.

There was a time when Madeline Li would have felt perfectly at home among the other clinicians who convened that weekend at the Sheraton. In the early years of MAID, few physicians exerted more influence over the new regime than Li. The Toronto-based cancer psychiatrist led the development of the MAID program at the University Health Network, the largest teaching-hospital system in Canada, and in 2017 saw her framework published in The New England Journal of Medicine.
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It was not long into her practice, however, that Li's confidence in the direction of her country's MAID program began to falter. For all of her expertise, not even Li was sure what to do about a patient in his 30s whom she encountered in 2018.

The man had gone to the emergency room complaining of excruciating pain and was eventually diagnosed with cancer. The prognosis was good, a surgeon assured him, with a 65 percent chance of a cure. But the man said he didn't want treatment; he wanted MAID. Startled, the surgeon referred him to a medical oncologist to discuss chemo; perhaps the man just didn't want surgery. The patient proceeded to tell the medical oncologist that he didn't want treatment of any kind; he wanted MAID. He said the same thing to a radiation oncologist, a palliative-care physician, and a psychiatrist, before finally complaining to the patient-relations department that the hospital was barring his access to MAID. Li arranged to meet with him.

Canada's MAID law defines a "grievous and irremediable medical condition" in part as a "serious and incurable illness, disease, or disability." As for what constitutes incurability, however, the law says nothing--and of the various textual ambiguities that caused anxiety for clinicians early on, this one ranked near the top. Did "incurable" mean a lack of any available treatment? Did it mean the likelihood of an available treatment not working? Prominent MAID advocates put forth what soon became the predominant interpretation: A medical condition was incurable if it could not be cured by means acceptable to the patient.

This had made sense to Li. If an elderly woman with chronic myelogenous leukemia had no wish to endure a highly toxic course of chemo and radiation, why should she be compelled to? But here was a young man with a likely curable cancer who nevertheless was adamant about dying. "I mean, he was so, so clear," Li told me. "I talked to him about What if you had a 100 percent chance? Would you want treatment? And he said no." He didn't want to suffer through the treatment or the side effects, he explained; just having a colonoscopy had traumatized him. When Li assured the man that they could treat the side effects, he said she wasn't understanding him: Yes, they could give him medication for the pain, but then he would have to first experience the pain. He didn't want to experience the pain.

What was Li left with? According to prevailing standards, the man's refusal to attempt treatment rendered his disease incurable and his natural death was reasonably foreseeable. He met the eligibility criteria as Li understood them. But the whole thing seemed wrong to her. Seeking advice, she described the basics of the case in a private email group for MAID practitioners under the heading "Eligible, but Reasonable?" "And what was very clear to me from the replies I got," Li told me, "is that many people have no ethical or clinical qualms about this--that it's all about a patient's autonomy, and if a patient wants this, it's not up to us to judge. We should provide."

And so she did. She regretted her decision almost as soon as the man's heart stopped beating. "What I've learned since is: Eligible doesn't mean you should provide MAID," Li told me. "You can be eligible because the law is so full of holes, but that doesn't mean it clinically makes sense." Li no longer interprets "incurable" as at the sole discretion of the patient. The problem, she feels, is that the law permits such a wide spectrum of interpretations to begin with. Many decisions about life and death turn on the personal values of practitioners and patients rather than on any objective medical criteria.

By 2020, Li had overseen hundreds of MAID cases, about 95 percent of which were "very straightforward," she said. They involved people who had terminal conditions and wanted the same control in death as they'd enjoyed in life. It was the 5 percent that worried her--not just the young man, but vulnerable people more generally, whom the safeguards had possibly failed. Patients whose only "terminal condition," really, was age. Li recalled an especially divisive early case for her team involving an elderly woman who'd fractured her hip. She understood that the rest of her life would mean becoming only weaker and enduring more falls, and she "just wasn't going to have it." The woman was approved for MAID on the basis of frailty.

Li had tried to understand the assessor's reasoning. According to an actuarial table, the woman, given her age and medical circumstances, had a life expectancy of five or six more years. But what if the woman had been slightly younger and the number was closer to eight years--would the clinician have approved her then? "And they said, well, they weren't sure, and that's my point," Li explained. "There's no standard here; it's just kind of up to you." The concept of a "completed life, or being tired of life," as sufficient for MAID is "controversial in Europe and theoretically not legal in Canada," Li said. "But the truth is, it is legal in Canada. It always has been, and it's happening in these frailty cases."

Li supports medical assistance in dying when appropriate. What troubles her is the federal government's deferring of responsibility in managing it--establishing principles, setting standards, enforcing boundaries. She believes most physicians in Canada share her "muddy middle" position. But that position, she said, is also "the most silent."

In 2014, when the question of medically assisted death had come before Canada's supreme court, Etienne Montero, a civil-law professor and at the time the president of the European Institute of Bioethics, warned in testimony that the practice of euthanasia, once legal, was impossible to control. Montero had been retained by the attorney general of Canada to discuss the experience of assisted death in Belgium--how a regime that had begun with "extremely strict" criteria had steadily evolved, through loose interpretations and lax enforcement, to accommodate many of the very patients it had once pledged to protect. When a patient's autonomy is paramount, Montero argued, expansion is inevitable: "Sooner or later, a patient's repeated wish will take precedence over strict statutory conditions." In the end, the Canadian justices were unmoved; Belgium's "permissive" system, they contended, was the "product of a very different medico-legal culture" and therefore offered "little insight into how a Canadian regime might operate." In a sense, this was correct: It took Belgium more than 20 years to reach an assisted-death rate of 3 percent. Canada needed only five.

In retrospect, the expansion of MAID would seem to have been inevitable; Justin Trudeau, then Canada's prime minister, said as much back in 2016, when he called his country's newly passed MAID law "a big first step" in what would be an "evolution." Five years later, in March 2021, the government enacted a new two-track system of eligibility, relaxing existing safeguards and extending MAID to a broader swath of Canadians. Patients approved for an assisted death under Track 1, as it was now called--meaning the original end-of-life context--were no longer required to wait 10 days before receiving MAID; they could die on the day of approval. Track 2, meanwhile, legalized MAID for adults whose deaths were not reasonably foreseeable--people suffering from chronic pain, for example, or from certain neurological disorders. Although cost savings have never been mentioned as an explicit rationale for expansion, the parliamentary budget office anticipated annual savings in health-care costs of nearly $150 million as a result of the expanded MAID regime.

The 2021 law did provide for additional safeguards unique to Track 2. Assessors had to ensure that applicants gave "serious consideration"--a phrase left undefined--to "reasonable and available means" to alleviate their suffering. In addition, they had to affirm that the patients had been directed toward such options. Track 2 assessments were also required to span at least 90 days. For any MAID assessment, clinicians must be satisfied not only that a patient's suffering is enduring and intolerable, but that it is a function of a physical medical condition rather than mental illness, say, or financial instability. Suffering is never perfectly reducible, of course--a crisp study in cause and effect. But when a patient is already dying, the role of physical disease isn't usually a mystery, either.
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Track 2 introduced a web of moral complexities and clinical demands. For many practitioners, one major new factor was the sheer amount of time required to understand why the person before them--not terminally ill--was asking, at that particular moment, to die. Clinicians would have to untangle the physical experience of chronic illness and disability from the structural inequities and mental-health struggles that often attend it. In a system where access to social supports and medical services varies so widely, this was no small challenge, and many clinicians ultimately chose not to expand their practice to include Track 2 patients.

There is no clear official data on how many clinicians are willing to take on Track 2 cases. The government's most recent information indicates that, in 2023, out of 2,200 MAID practitioners overall, a mere 89 were responsible for about 30 percent of all Track 2 provisions. Jonathan Reggler, a family physician on Vancouver Island, is among that small group. He openly acknowledges the challenges involved in assessing Track 2 patients, as well as the basic "discomfort" that comes with ending the life of someone who is not in fact dying. "I can think of cases that I've dealt with where you're really asking yourself, Why? " he told me. "Why now? Why is it that this cluster of problems is causing you such distress where another person wouldn't be distressed? "

Yet Reggler feels duty bound to move beyond his personal discomfort. As he explained it, "Once you accept that people ought to have autonomy--once you accept that life is not sacred and something that can only be taken by God, a being I don't believe in--then, if you're in that work, some of us have to go forward and say, 'We'll do it.' "

For some MAID practitioners, however, it took encountering an eligible patient for them to realize the true extent of their unease with Track 2. One physician, who requested anonymity because he was not authorized by his hospital to speak publicly, recalled assessing a patient in their 30s with nerve damage. The pain was such that they couldn't go outside; even the touch of a breeze would inflame it. "They had seen every kind of specialist," he said. The patient had tried nontraditional therapies too--acupuncture, Reiki, "everything." As the physician saw it, the patient's condition was serious and incurable, it was causing intolerable suffering, and the suffering could not seem to be relieved. "I went through all of the tick boxes, and by the letter of the law, they clearly met the criteria for all of these things, right? That said, I felt a little bit queasy." The patient was young, with a condition that is not terminal and is usually treatable. But "I didn't feel it was my place to tell them no."

He was not comfortable doing the procedure himself, however. He recalled telling the MAID office in his region, "Look, I did the assessment. The patient meets the criteria. But I just can't--I can't do this." Another clinician stepped in.

In 2023, Track 2 accounted for 622 MAID deaths in Canada--just over 4 percent of cases, up from 3.5 percent in 2022. Whether the proportion continues to rise is anyone's guess. Some argue that primary-care providers are best positioned to negotiate the complexities of Track 2 cases, given their familiarity with the patient making the request--their family situation, medical history, social circumstances. This is how assisted death is typically approached in other countries, including Belgium and the Netherlands. But in Canada, the system largely developed around the MAID coordination centers assembled in the provinces, complete with 1-800 numbers for self-referrals. The result is that MAID assessors generally have no preexisting relationship with the patients they're assessing.

How do you navigate, then, the hidden corridors of a stranger's suffering? Claude Rivard told me about a Track 2 patient who had called to cancel his scheduled euthanasia. As a result of a motorcycle accident, the man could not walk; now blind, he was living in a long-term-care facility and rarely had visitors; he had been persistent in his request for MAID. But when his family learned that he'd applied and been approved, they started visiting him again. "And it changed everything," Rivard said. He was in contact with his children again. He was in contact with his ex-wife again. "He decided, 'No, I still have pleasure in life, because the family, the kids are coming; even if I can't see them, I can touch them, and I can talk to them, so I'm changing my mind.' "

I asked Rivard whether this turn of events--the apparent plasticity of the man's desire to die--had given him pause about approving the patient for MAID in the first place. Not at all, he said. "I had no control on what the family was going to do."

Some of the opposition to MAID in Canada is religious in character. The Catholic Church condemns euthanasia, though Church influence in Canada, as elsewhere, has waned dramatically, particularly where it was once strongest, in Quebec. But from the outset there were other concerns, chief among them the worry that assisted death, originally authorized for one class of patient, would eventually become legal for a great many others too. National disability-rights groups warned that Canadians with physical and intellectual disabilities--people whose lives were already undervalued in society, and of whom 17 percent live in poverty--would be at particular risk. As assisted death became "sanitized," one group argued, "more and more will be encouraged to choose this option, further entrenching the 'better off dead' message in public consciousness."
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For these critics, the "reasonably foreseeable" death requirement had been the solitary consolation in an otherwise lost constitutional battle. The elimination of that protection with the creation of Track 2 reinforced their conviction that MAID would result in Canada's most marginalized citizens being subtly coerced into premature death. Canadian officials acknowledged these concerns--"We know that in some places in our country, it's easier to access MAID than it is to get a wheelchair," Carla Qualtrough, the disability-inclusion minister, admitted in 2020--but reiterated that socioeconomic suffering was not a legal basis for MAID. Justin Trudeau took pains to assure the public that patients were not being backed into assisted death because of their inability to afford proper housing, say, or get timely access to medical care. It "simply isn't something that ends up happening," he said.

Sathya Dhara Kovac, of Winnipeg, knew otherwise. Before dying by MAID in 2022, at the age of 44, Kovac wrote her own obituary. She explained that life with ALS had "not been easy"; it was, as far as illnesses went, a "shitty" one. But the illness itself was not the reason she wanted to die. Kovac told the local press prior to being euthanized that she had fought unsuccessfully to get adequate home-care services; she needed more than the 55 hours a week covered by the province, couldn't afford the cost of a private agency to take care of the balance, and didn't want to be relegated to a long-term-care facility. "Ultimately it was not a genetic disease that took me out, it was a system," Kovac wrote. "I could have had more time if I had more help."

Earlier this spring, I met in Vancouver with Marcia Doherty; she was approved for Track 2 MAID shortly after it was legalized, four years ago. The 57-year-old has suffered for most of her life from complex chronic illnesses, including myalgic encephalomyelitis, fibromyalgia, and Epstein-Barr virus. Her daily experience of pain is so total that it is best captured in terms of what doesn't hurt (the tips of her ears; sometimes the tip of her nose) as opposed to all the places that do. Yet at the core of her suffering is not only the pain itself, Doherty told me; it's that, as the years go by, she can't afford the cost of managing it. Only a fraction of the treatments she relies on are covered by her province's health-care plan, and with monthly disability assistance her only consistent income, she is overwhelmed with medical debt. Doherty understands that someday, the pressure may simply become too much. "I didn't apply for MAID because I want to be dead," she told me. "I applied for MAID on ruthless practicality."

It is difficult to understand MAID in such circumstances as a triumphant act of autonomy--as if the state, by facilitating death where it has failed to provide adequate resources to live, has somehow given its most vulnerable citizens the dignity of choice. In January 2024, a quadriplegic man named Normand Meunier entered a Quebec hospital with a respiratory infection; after four days confined to an emergency-room stretcher, unable to secure a proper mattress despite his partner's pleas, he developed a painful bedsore that led him to apply for MAID. "I don't want to be a burden," he told Radio-Canada the day before he was euthanized, that March.

Read: Brittany Maynard and the challenge of dying with dignity

Nearly half of all Canadians who have died by MAID viewed themselves as a burden on family and friends. For some disabled citizens, the availability of assisted death has sowed doubt about how the medical establishment itself sees them--about whether their lives are in fact considered worthy of saving. In the fall of 2022, a 49-year-old Nova Scotia woman who is physically disabled and had recently been diagnosed with breast cancer was readying for a lifesaving mastectomy when a member of her surgical team began working through a list of pre-op questions about her medications and the last time she ate--and was she familiar with medical assistance in dying? The woman told me she felt suddenly and acutely aware of her body, the tissue-thin gown that wouldn't close. "It left me feeling like maybe I should be second-guessing my decision," she recalled. "It was the thing I was thinking about as I went under; when I woke up, it was the first thought in my head." Fifteen months later, when the woman returned for a second mastectomy, she was again asked if she was aware of MAID. Today she still wonders if, were she not disabled, the question would even have been asked. Gus Grant, the registrar and CEO of the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Nova Scotia, has said that the timing of the queries to this woman was "clearly inappropriate and insensitive," but he also emphasized that "there's a difference between raising the topic of discussing awareness about MAID, and possible eligibility, from offering MAID."

And yet there is also a reason why, in some countries, clinicians are either expressly prohibited or generally discouraged from initiating conversations about assisted death. However sensitively the subject is broached, death never presents itself neutrally; to regard the line between an "offer" and a simple recitation of information as somehow self-evident is to ignore this fact, as well as the power imbalance that freights a health professional's every gesture with profound meaning. Perhaps the now-suspended Veterans Affairs caseworker who, in 2022, was found by the department to have "inappropriately raised" MAID with several service members had meant no harm. But according to testimony, one combat veteran was so shaken by the exchange--he had called seeking support for his ailments and was not suicidal, but was told that MAID was preferable to "blowing your brains out"--that he left the country.

In 2023, Kathrin Mentler, who lives with concurrent mental and physical disabilities, including rheumatoid arthritis and other forms of chronic pain, arrived at Vancouver General Hospital asking for help amid a suicidal crisis. Mentler has stated in a sworn affidavit that the hospital clinician who performed the intake told her that although they could contact the on-call psychiatrist, no beds were available in the unit. The clinician then asked if Mentler had ever considered MAID, describing it as a "peaceful" process compared with her recent suicide attempt via overdose, for which she'd been hospitalized. Mentler said that she left the hospital in a "panic," and that the encounter had validated many of her worst fears: that she was a "burden" on an overtaxed system and that it would be "reasonable" for her to want to die. (In response to press reports about Mentler's experience, the regional health authority said that the conversation was part of a "clinical evaluation" to assess suicide risk and that staff are required to "explore all available care options" with patients.)

MAID advocates dispute the charge that disabled Canadians are being quietly or overtly pressured to consider assisted death, calling it a myth generated by what they view as sensationalized accounts in the press; in parliamentary hearings, lawmakers, citing federal data, have emphasized that "only a small number" of MAID recipients are unable to access the medical services and social supports they require. Even so, this past March, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities formally called for the repeal of Track 2 MAID in Canada--arguing that the federal government had "fundamentally changed" the premise of assisted dying on the basis of "negative, ableist perceptions of the quality and value" of disabled lives, without addressing the systemic inequalities that amplify their perceived suffering.

Marcia Doherty agrees that it should never have come to this: her country resolving to assist her and other disabled citizens more in death than in life. She is furious that she has been "allowed to deteriorate," despite advocating for herself before every agency and official capable of effecting change. But she is adamantly opposed to any repeal of Track 2. She expressed a sentiment I heard from others in my reporting: that the "relief" of knowing an assisted death is available to her, should the despair become unbearable, has empowered her in the fight to live.

Doherty may someday decide to access MAID. But she doesn't want anyone ever to say she "chose" it.

Ellen Wiebe never had reservations about taking on Track 2 cases--indeed, unlike most clinicians, she never had reservations about providing MAID at all. The Vancouver-based family physician had long been comfortable with controversy, having spent the bulk of her four decades in medicine as an abortion provider. As Wiebe saw it, MAID was perfectly in keeping with her "human-rights-focused" career. Over the past nine years, she has euthanized more than 430 patients and become one of the world's most outspoken champions of MAID. Today, while virtually all of her colleagues rely on referrals from MAID coordination centers, Wiebe regularly receives requests directly from patients. Coordinators also call her when they have a patient whose previous MAID requests were rejected. (There is no limit to how many times a person can apply for MAID.) "Because I'm me, you know, they send those down to Ellen Wiebe," she told me. I asked her what she meant by that. "My reputation," she replied.

In the summer of 2024, Wiebe heard from a 53-year-old woman in Alberta who was experiencing acute psychiatric distress--"the horrors," the patient called them--compounded by her reaction to, and then withdrawal from, an antipsychotic drug she was prescribed for sleep. None of the woman's doctors would facilitate her desire to die. This was when, according to the version of events the woman's common-law husband would later submit to British Columbia's supreme court, she searched online for alternatives and came across Wiebe. At the end of their first meeting, a Zoom call, Wiebe said she would approve the woman for the procedure. On her formal application, the woman gave "akathisia"--a movement disorder characterized by intense feelings of inner restlessness and an inability to sit still, commonly caused by withdrawal from antipsychotic medication--as her reason for requesting an assisted death. According to court filings, no one the woman knew was willing to witness her sign the application form, as the law requires, so Wiebe had a volunteer at her clinic do so over Zoom. And because the woman still needed another physician or nurse practitioner to declare her eligible, Wiebe arranged for Elizabeth Whynot, a fellow family physician in Vancouver, to provide the second assessment. The patient was approved for MAID after a video call, and the procedure was set for October 27, 2024, in Wiebe's clinic.

Following the approval, detailed in the court filings, the Alberta woman had another Zoom call with Wiebe; this time, her husband joined the conversation. He had concerns, specifically as to how akathisia qualified as "irremediable." Specialists had assured the woman that if she committed to the gradual tapering protocol they'd prescribed, she could very likely expect relief within months. The husband also worried that Wiebe hadn't sufficiently considered his wife's unresolved mental-health issues, and whether she was capable, in her present state, of giving truly informed consent. The day before his wife was scheduled to die, he petitioned a Vancouver judge to halt the procedure, arguing that Wiebe had negligently approved the woman on the basis of a condition that did not qualify for MAID. In a widely publicized decision, the next morning the judge issued a last-minute injunction blocking Wiebe or any other clinician from carrying out the woman's death as scheduled. "I can only imagine the pain she has been experiencing, and I recognize that this injunction will likely only make that worse," the judge wrote. But there was an "arguable case," he concluded, as to whether the criteria for MAID had been "properly applied in the circumstances." The husband did not seek a new injunction after the temporary order expired, and in January, he withdrew the lawsuit altogether. Wiebe would not comment on the case other than to say she has never violated MAID laws and does not know of any provider who has. The lawyer who had represented the husband said she could not comment on whether the woman is still alive.


Ellen Wiebe at her office in Vancouver (Jennilee Marigomen for The Atlantic)



A number of similar lawsuits have been filed in recent years as Canadians come to terms with the hollow oversight of MAID. Because no formal procedure exists for challenging an approval in advance of a provision, many concerned family members see little choice but to take a loved one to court to try to halt a scheduled death. What oversight does exist takes place at the provincial or territorial level, and only after the fact. Protocols differ significantly across jurisdictions. In Ontario, the chief coroner's office oversees a system in which all Track 2 cases are automatically referred to a multidisciplinary committee for postmortem scrutiny. Since 2018, the coroner's office has identified more than 480 compliance issues involving federal and provincial MAID policies, including clinicians failing to consult with an expert in their patient's condition prior to approval--a key Track 2 safeguard--and using the wrong drugs in a provision. The office's death-review committee periodically publishes summaries of particular cases, for both Track 1 and Track 2, to "generate discussion" for "practical improvement."

There was, for example, the case of Mr. C, a man in his 70s who, in 2024, requested MAID while receiving in-hospital palliative care for metastatic cancer. It should have been a straightforward Track 1 case. But two days after his request, according to the committee's report, the man experienced sharp cognitive decline and lost the ability to communicate, his eyes opening only in response to painful stimuli. His palliative-care team deemed him incapable of consenting to health-care decisions, including final permission for MAID. Despite that conclusion, a MAID clinician proceeded with the assessment, "vigorously" rousing the man to ask if he still wanted euthanasia (to which the man mouthed "yes"), and then withholding the man's pain medication until he appeared "more alert." After confirming the man's wishes via "short verbal statements" and "head nods and blinking," the assessor approved him for MAID; with sign-off from a second clinician, and a final consent from Mr. C mouthing "yes," he was euthanized.

Had this patient clearly consented to his death? Finding no documentation of a "rigorous evaluation of capacity," the death-review committee expressed "concerns" about the process. The implication would seem startling--in a regime animated at its core by patient autonomy, a man was not credibly found to have exercised his own. Yet Mr. C's death was reduced essentially to a matter of academic inquiry, an opportunity for "lessons learned." Of the hundreds of irregularities flagged over the years by the coroner's office, almost all have been dealt with through an "Informal Conversation," an "Educational Email," or a "Notice Email," depending on their severity. Specific sanctions are not made public. No case has ever been referred to law enforcement for investigation.

Wiebe acknowledged that several complaints have been filed against her over the years but noted that she has never been found guilty of wrongdoing. "And if a lawyer says, 'Oh--I disagreed with some of those things,' I'd say, 'Well, they didn't put lawyers in charge of this.' " She laughed. "We were the ones trusted with the safeguards." And the law was clear, Wiebe said: "If the assessor"--meaning herself--"believes that they qualify, then I'm not guilty of a crime."

Despite all of the questions surrounding Track 2, Canada is proceeding with the expansion of MAID to additional categories of patients while gauging public interest in even more. As early as 2016, the federal government had agreed to launch exploratory investigations into the possible future provision of MAID for people whose sole underlying medical condition is a mental disorder, as well as to "mature minors," people younger than 18 who are "deemed to have requisite decision-making capacity." The government also pledged to consider "advance requests"--that is, allowing people to consent now to receive MAID at some specified future point when their illness renders them incapable of making or affirming the decision to die. Meanwhile, the Quebec College of Physicians has raised the possibility of legalizing euthanasia for infants born with "severe malformations," a rare practice currently legal only in the Netherlands, the first country to adopt it since Nazi Germany did so in 1939.

As part of Track 2 legislation in 2021, lawmakers extended eligibility--to take effect at some point in the future--to Canadians suffering from mental illness alone. This, despite the submissions of many of the nation's top psychiatric and mental-health organizations that no evidence-based standard exists for determining whether a psychiatric condition is irremediable. A number of experts also shared concerns about whether it was possible to credibly distinguish between suicidal ideation and a desire for MAID.

After several contentious delays, MAID for mental illness is now set to take effect in 2027; authorities have been tasked in the meantime with figuring out how MAID should actually be applied in such cases. The debate has produced thousands of pages of special reports and parliamentary testimony. What all sides do agree on is that, in practice, mental disorders are already a regular feature of Canada's MAID regime. At one hearing, Mona Gupta, a psychiatrist and the chair of an expert panel charged with recommending protocols and safeguards for psychiatric MAID, noted pointedly that "people with mental disorders are requesting and accessing MAID now." They include patients whose requests are "largely motivated by their mental disorder but who happen to have another qualifying condition," as well as those with "long histories of suicidality" or questionable decision-making capacity. They may also be poor and homeless and have little interaction with the health-care system. But whatever the case, Gupta said, when it comes to navigating the complex intersection of MAID and mental illness, "assessors and health-care providers already do this."

The argument was meant to assuage concerns about clinical readiness. For critics, however, it only reinforced a belief that, in some cases, physical conditions are simply being used to bear the legal weight of a different, ineligible basis for MAID, including mental disorders. In one of Canada's more controversial cases, a 61-year-old man named Alan Nichols, who had a history of depression and other conditions, applied for MAID in 2019 while on suicide watch at a British Columbia hospital. A few weeks later, he was euthanized on the basis of "hearing loss."

Read: 'I'm the doctor who is here to help you die'

As Canadians await the rollout of psychiatric MAID, Parliament's Special Joint Committee on Medical Assistance in Dying has formally recommended expanding MAID access to mature minors. In the committee's 2023 report, following a series of hearings, lawmakers acknowledged the various factors that could affect young people's capacity to evaluate their circumstances--for one, the adolescent brain's far from fully developed faculties for "risk assessment and decision-making." But they noted that, according to several parliamentary witnesses, children with serious medical conditions "tend to possess an uncommon level of maturity." The committee advised that MAID be limited ("at this stage") to minors with reasonably foreseeable natural deaths, and endorsed a requirement for "parental consultation," but not parental consent. As a lawyer with the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Saskatchewan told the committee, "Parents may be reluctant to consent to the death of their child."

Whether Canadian officials will eventually add mature minors to the eligibility list remains unclear. At the moment, their attention is largely focused on a different category of expansion. Last year, the province of Quebec took the next step in what some regard as the "natural evolution" of MAID: the honoring of advance requests to be euthanized. Under the Quebec law, patients in the province with cognitive conditions such as Alzheimer's can define a threshold they don't wish to cross. Some people might request to die when they no longer recognize their children, for example; others might indicate incontinence as a benchmark. When the threshold seems to have been reached, perhaps after an alert from a "trusted third party," a MAID practitioner determines whether the patient is indeed suffering intolerably according to the terms of the advance request. Since 2016, public demand for this expansion has been steady, fueled by the testimonies of those who have watched loved ones endure the full course of dementia and do not want to suffer the same fate.

In parliamentary hearings, Quebec officials have discussed the potential problem of "pleasant dementia," acknowledging that it might be difficult for a provider to euthanize someone who "seems happy" and "absolutely doesn't remember" consenting to an assisted death earlier in their illness. Quebec officials have also discussed the issue of resistance. The Netherlands, the only other jurisdiction where euthanizing an incapable but conscious person as a result of an advance request is legal, offers an example of what MAID in such a circumstance could look like.

In 2016, a geriatrician in the Netherlands euthanized an elderly woman with Alzheimer's who, four years earlier, shortly after being diagnosed, had advised that she wanted to die when she was "no longer able to live at home." Eventually, the woman was admitted to a nursing home, and her husband duly asked the facility's geriatrician to initiate MAID. The geriatrician, along with two other doctors, agreed that the woman was "suffering hopelessly and intolerably." On the day of the euthanasia, the geriatrician decided to add a sedative surreptitiously to the woman's coffee; it was given to "prevent a struggle," the doctor would later explain, and surreptitiously because the woman would have "asked questions" and "refused to take it." But as the injections began, the woman reacted and tried to sit up. Her family helped hold her down until the procedure was over and she was dead. The case prompted the first criminal investigation under the country's euthanasia law. The physician was acquitted by a district court in 2019, and that decision was upheld by the Dutch supreme court the following year.

In Quebec, more than 100 advance requests have been filed; according to several sources, at least one has been carried out. The law currently states that any sign of refusal "must be respected"; at the same time, if the clinician determines that expressions of resistance are "behavioural symptoms" of a patient's illness, and not necessarily an actual objection to receiving MAID, the euthanasia can continue anyway. The Canadian Association of MAiD Assessors and Providers has stated that "pre-sedating the person with medications such as benzodiazepines may be warranted to avoid potential behaviours that may result from misunderstanding."

Laurent Boisvert, an emergency physician in Montreal who has euthanized some 600 people since 2015, told me that he has thus far helped seven patients, recently diagnosed with Alzheimer's, to file advance requests, and that they included clear instructions on what he is to do in the event of resistance. He is not concerned about potentially encountering happy dementia. "It doesn't exist," he said.

The Canadian government had tried, in the early years of MAID, to forecast the country's demand for assisted death. The first projection, in 2018, was that Canada's MAID rate would achieve a "steady state" of 2 percent of total deaths; then, in 2022, federal officials estimated that the rate would stabilize at 4 percent by 2033. After Canada blew past both numbers--the latter, 11 years ahead of schedule--officials simply stopped publishing predictions.

And yet it was never clear how Canadians were meant to understand their country's assisted-death rate: whether, in the government's view, there is such a thing as too much MAID. In parliamentary hearings, federal officials have indicated that a national rate of 7 percent--the rate already reached in Quebec--might be potentially "concerning" and "wise and prudent to look into," but did not elaborate further. If Canadian leaders feel viscerally troubled by a certain prevalence of euthanasia, they seem reluctant to explain why.

The original assumption was that euthanasia in Canada would follow roughly the same trajectory that euthanasia had followed in Belgium and the Netherlands. But even under those permissive regimes, the law requires that patients exhaust all available treatment options before seeking euthanasia. In Canada, where ensuring access has always been paramount, such a requirement was thought to be too much of an infringement on patient autonomy. Although Track 2 requires that patients be informed of possible alternative means of alleviating their suffering, it does not require that those options actually be made available. Last year, the Quebec government announced plans to spend nearly $1 million on a study of why so many people in the province are choosing to die by euthanasia. The announcement came shortly after Michel Bureau, who heads Quebec's MAID-oversight committee, expressed concern that assisted death is no longer viewed as an option of last resort. But had it ever been?

It doesn't feel quite right to say that Canada slid down a slippery slope, because keeping off the slope never seems to have been the priority. But on one point Etienne Montero, the former head of the European Institute of Bioethics, was correct: When autonomy is entrenched as the guiding principle, exclusions and safeguards eventually begin to seem arbitrary and even cruel. This is the tension inherent in the euthanasia debate, the reason why the practice, once set in motion, becomes exceedingly difficult to restrain. As Canada's former Liberal Senate leader James Cowan once put it: "How can we turn away and ignore the pleas of suffering Canadians?"

In the end, the most meaningful guardrails on MAID may well turn out to be the providers themselves. Legislative will has generally been fixed in the direction of more; public opinion flickers in response to specific issues, but so far remains largely settled. If MAID reaches a limit in Canada, it will happen only when practitioners decide what they can tolerate--morally or, in a system with a shrinking supply of providers, logistically. "You cannot ask us to provide at the rate we're providing right now," Claude Rivard, who has decided not to accept advance requests, told me. "The limit will always be the evaluation and the provider. It will rest with them. They will have to do the evaluation, and they will have to say, 'No, it's not acceptable.'"

Lori Verigin, a nurse practitioner who provides euthanasia in rural British Columbia, understands that people are concerned about their "rights"--about "not being heard." Yet she is the person on the line when it comes to ensuring those rights. This is what is often lost in Canada's conversation about assisted dying--about the push for expansion in the academic papers or in the rarefied halls of Parliament. It is not the lawmaker or lawyer or pundit who must administer an injection and stop a heart.

On a Thursday morning in June, I joined Verigin in her white Volkswagen as she drove to a MAID appointment near the town of Trail. I had not come to witness the provision, to be a stranger in the room. I was with Verigin because I wanted to understand the before-and-after of MAID, the clinical and emotional labor involved in helping someone die. After eight years, Verigin had developed a familiar set of rhythms. She had her preferred pharmacy, the Shoppers Drug Mart close to her home, in Castlegar. This morning she had arrived as the doors opened, prescription in hand; the pharmacist greeted her by name before placing on the counter a medium-size case resembling a tackle box. Verigin unsnapped the lid and confirmed that everything was in place: the vials of midazolam, lidocaine, propofol, and rocuronium.

Verigin had known the patient she was about to visit for some time, she told me. Roughly a year ago, the patient, suffering from metastatic cancer, had first asked about MAID; two weeks earlier, the patient had looked at her and said: "I'm just done." Verigin sipped from a to-go cup of coffee, decaf, as she drove. "I try not to have too much caffeine before," she said.

En route to the patient's home, we stopped by the hospital to pick up Beth, an oncology nurse who often assists Verigin. Beth has a gift for assessing the energy of the room, Verigin told me, knowing when someone suddenly needed a hand held or a Kleenex, thus allowing Verigin to fully focus on the injections. Beth's mother, Ruth, had also helped solve a problem Verigin had experienced early in her MAID practice--how obtrusive it felt rolling a clattering tray of syringes into the already fragile atmosphere of a patient's home. A quilter, Ruth had designed a soft pouch with syringe inserts that rolled up like a towel. The fabric was tie-dyed and the soft bundle was secured with a Velcro strap.


The homemade roll-up pouch that Lori Verigin uses for MAID provisions (Jennilee Marigomen for The Atlantic)



We parked outside the patient's ranch-style home, the white sun glaring in a clear sky. At exactly 10 a.m., the two clinicians walked to the door, where moments later they were greeted by one of the patient's grown children. The door clicked faintly behind them.

I remained in the car, and for the next while watched the slow turn of other Thursdays: the neighbors across the street chatting in their sunroom, a dog lazing in front of a box fan. Then, at 11:39 a.m., a text message from Verigin: "We're done."

The clinicians were quiet as they slid into the car. "Things weren't as predictable today," Verigin said finally. Finding a vein had been unusually hard, and they worried momentarily that they might not succeed, at one point leaving the room to discuss their options. "It's always been a challenge," the patient had reassured Beth. "You're very gentle. It's not hurting." The patient had remained calm, unfazed. "I'm sure they were doing that for the kids, to be honest," Beth said. "And probably me too."

Once the IV was in place, the provision had unfolded as planned: midazolam, lidocaine, propofol, rocuronium, death. Afterward, the family had thanked and hugged the clinicians. "I think the end outcome was good," Verigin said. "I probably would be feeling different if we couldn't fulfill the patient's wish, because it's also that big buildup and the anticipation."

Verigin described a checklist of follow-up tasks, including the paperwork that has to be submitted within 72 hours. But for the rest of the day, her duties as a nurse practitioner would take priority. Only later that night, she said, would she finally have the space to reflect on the events of the morning. When the syringes and vials have been packed up, and the goodbyes to the survivors have been said, it is Lori Verigin who sits in her garden alone. "We are not just robots out there--we're human beings," she said. "And there has to be some respect and acknowledgment for that." Verigin told me she never wants to feel "comfortable" providing assistance in dying. The day she did, she said, would be the day she knew to step back.


Lori Verigin in British Columbia (Jennilee Marigomen for The Atlantic)



For Verigin, providing MAID to Track 1 patients and even to some Track 2 patients has "felt sensible." She explained: "Yes, I may be nervous. Yes, I may be sad. Yes, I may have a lot of, you know, emotions around it, but I feel like it's the right thing." But when it comes to minors, or patients solely with mental disorders, or patients making advance requests, "I don't know if I'll feel that way."

After dropping Beth off at the hospital in Trail, Verigin headed to the Shoppers Drug Mart in Castlegar to return the tackle box. Verigin told the pharmacist she would be back on June 18--the date of her next provision. The pharmacist was grateful for the notice. She would go ahead and order the propofol.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "Canada Is Killing Itself."
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'I'm Actually Surprised It Didn't Happen Sooner'

CDC staffers saw the violence coming.

by Keren Landman




When gunfire pelted the Atlanta-based headquarters of the CDC yesterday, hundreds of employees were inside the campus's buildings. The experience was terrifying. But some of the employees were not particularly shocked. "I'm actually surprised it didn't happen sooner," a nearly 20-year veteran of the agency told me. (She, like others I spoke with for this article, requested anonymity out of fear of losing her job.)

This was, in one sense, the first attack of its kind on the CDC. The shooter, whom law-enforcement officials have identified as Patrick Joseph White, a 30-year-old resident of an Atlanta suburb, was reportedly fixated on the idea that the COVID-19 vaccine had made him depressed and suicidal. No employees were injured by the bullets that entered the buildings, according to a CDC representative. But an Atlanta police officer named David Rose was shot and later died from his injuries. White, too, was found dead--fatally shot--at the scene. (It is not yet clear if his wound was self-inflicted or if he was killed by police.) When he took aim at the agency on Friday afternoon, he was near a corner where a lone man stands holding anti-vaccine signs nearly every day, several CDC staffers told me.

In another sense, public-health workers have been facing escalating hostility since the early days of the coronavirus pandemic. In 2020, armed protesters gathered on the Ohio Health Department director's front lawn, and the chief health officer of Orange County, California, was met with death threats after issuing a mask mandate. She had to hire extra security and was eventually driven to resign. Anthony Fauci, who served as the director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases during the country's initial COVID response, has faced regular death threats since 2020. Nearly a third of state, local, and tribal public-health workers reported facing some sort of workplace violence in a 2021 survey.

Last year, Fauci told CNN's Kaitlan Collins that threats of violence to public-health workers correlate with verbal attacks from high-profile politicians and media personalities. "It's like clockwork," he said. In the second Trump administration, those attacks have become commonplace--the very selling points, even, that have helped a number of President Donald Trump's health appointees gain their positions. In 2024, when announcing his own pick for CDC director, Trump maligned the CDC and other federal health agencies, accusing them of having "engaged in censorship, data manipulation, and misinformation." Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was already a longtime anti-vaccine activist when he took the mantle as America's health secretary; he has compared vaccinating children to the abuses of the Catholic church. During his own 2024 presidential run, he promised to "clean up the cesspool of corruption at CDC."

"Normally, threats to public servants aren't inspired from leadership of their own organization," another CDC staffer said in a group chat among current and former employees. According to an MSNBC report, during an all-hands meeting today, CDC staff blamed the shooting at least partly on Kennedy's combative attitude toward the agency. "We need them to stop fanning the flames of hatred against us, stop spreading misinformation," one employee wrote in the meeting chat, naming Kennedy in the same comment. "We will not be safe until they stop their attacks against us."

The shooter appears to have brought five guns to the scene, and at least four federal buildings were struck by dozens of bullets overall. In the hours immediately after the shooting, while many CDC employees remained barricaded in offices and marooned in conference rooms, they heard nothing from Kennedy or Trump. Last night, Susan Monarez, the newly confirmed CDC director, issued a short statement reiterating the basic facts of the shooting. "We at CDC are heartbroken by today's attack on our Roybal Campus," she wrote. "Our top priority is the safety and well-being of everyone at CDC." Late this morning, Kennedy sent an email to the entire staff of the Department of Health and Human Services offering support and prayers. In a post on X at about the same time, he wrote, "No one should face violence while working to protect the health of others."

This evening, Monarez sent a more substantial email pledging to support the CDC during its recovery and noting its resilience. "We have faced adversity before, and we will do so again, drawing strength from our shared commitment to public health," she wrote. The president has not yet made a statement about the attack. (The White House and HHS did not respond to requests for comment.)

To the CDC employees I spoke with, the sluggish response is the latest episode in the administration's escalating abandonment of the agency. Since January, the Trump administration has hit the CDC with massive layoffs, proposed halving its budget, and forced changes to internal policies governing the fundamentals of its scientific work. Earlier this year, Kennedy purged the committee that advises the CDC on vaccine recommendations. Just this week, he canceled nearly $500 million in federally funded research on mRNA vaccines--widely considered among CDC employees and public-health experts to be the greatest domestic triumph of the U.S. pandemic response--stating incorrectly that they cause more risk than benefit against the flu and COVID.

For CDC staff, the wider threat does not seem to have passed. This evening, a group of CDC employees were trading tips on peeling off their old parking decals after the agency's security office reportedly asked staff to remove them from their cars. One person suggested covering them with other stickers; another recommended loosening them with cooking oil.

Even people who have volunteered for risky missions in their public-health work are still getting used to the idea that the danger has arrived at the home front. "I've put my life on the line for this agency, responding to outbreaks in some of the most dangerous parts of the world," a 13-year veteran of the agency told me. "I didn't expect to face the same risks at the Atlanta campus as I faced in South Sudan."
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The Giant Asterisk to MAHA's Food-Dye Crackdown

Food companies aren't giving up the chemical that turns products white.

by Nicholas Florko




Last month, America's top health officials gathered in downtown Washington for an ice-cream party. Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--joined by Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins--hunched over a cooler and served himself a scoop. Off to the side, FDA Commissioner Marty Makary licked a cone. There was a reason to celebrate: The dairy industry, like many of America's largest food makers, had acquiesced to the "Make America Healthy Again" movement's crackdown on synthetic food dyes. The International Dairy Foods Association, a lobbying group, announced that more than 40 major ice-cream companies would begin phasing out several dyes that RFK Jr. has blamed for a slew of chronic-health problems, especially in children. "I'm very grateful for this industry for stepping up," Kennedy told onlookers.



By the end of 2027, Hershey's birthday-cake ice cream won't have Yellow 5 or Red 40, nor will its "blue moon" flavor have Blue 1. But your ice cream might still come with one particular artificial food dye: titanium dioxide, a chemical that turns food white and isn't included in the International Dairy Foods Association's "Ice Cream Commitment." (Yes, the milk in ice cream already is white to begin with, but titanium dioxide helps keep some ice cream with added ingredients from looking like the muddied leftover milk in a bowl of cereal.) Titanium dioxide is added to many other foods, too, including salad dressings, low-fat milks, and soups. So far, the chemical seems to be largely surviving the food-dye purge. Many companies--including Kraft Heinz and General Mills--don't mention titanium dioxide in their promises to replace similar dyes. (Neither company responded to multiple requests for comment.)



You might be eating more titanium dioxide than you think. Even food that isn't white might contain it. The chemical is commonly used as a base layer--kind of like primer on a wall--to make brightly colored products pop. It's not always named as an ingredient in foods that are made with the dye. Other synthetic dyes, such as Red 40 and Yellow 5, which are made from petroleum, must be disclosed on a product's nutrition label. (That's also true for several other dyes that end in a number.) The FDA, however, allows food companies to simply label titanium dioxide as an "artificial color," given that technically titanium is a mineral.



Food makers argue that this distinction demonstrates that titanium dioxide is not like other dyes. The International Dairy Foods Association told me that it's "focused on removing certified artificial colors" when I asked whether the group's pledge included titanium dioxide. A spokesperson for the Consumer Brands Association, a major lobbying group that recently announced a food-dye pledge of its own, similarly said that the numbered dyes "are a unique subset." Whether people really should fret about titanium dioxide while licking an ice-cream cone is a contentious question. In 2022, the European Union banned the dye over concerns that tiny particles in the product could build up in the body and damage DNA. But the decision wasn't based on clear evidence that links the chemical to specific ailments. Rather, European officials identified "some data gaps and uncertainties" about the dye's health impacts, and acted out of an abundance of caution.



The evidence against titanium dioxide isn't much different from that against other artificial dyes. Food makers have stopped using the numbered dyes based solely on preliminary science. Prior to Kennedy's confirmation, many of the same organizations that are now touting the food industry's efforts to remove synthetic dyes were arguing that requests to ban these ingredients were scientifically flawed. In 2023, the Consumer Brands Association, alongside two other trade groups, argued that the FDA should not ban Red 3, because the science around its health harms was unconvincing.



Kennedy has indicated that he does want to phase out titanium dioxide along with other synthetic dyes, pointing to the European ban. Titanium dioxide is listed as a food additive of concern in a report on childhood chronic disease recently released by the Trump administration's MAHA Commission. ("HHS takes the safety of food ingredients seriously and will continue to review available evidence and expert guidance on this and other additives," a Health and Human Services spokesperson told me in an email.) MAHA has had some victories when it comes to titanium dioxide. At the end of last year, the food giant Mars removed the chemical from Skittles. The ice-cream company Turkey Hill, which joined the dairy industry's dye pledge, is in the process of purging its products of titanium dioxide, a spokesperson said. (The company did not respond after I asked when that transition would be complete.) A representative for PepsiCo told me that the company is phasing out titanium dioxide in the one product it sells that includes the chemical: Muscle Milk. But many more companies that are replacing other artificial food dyes have been quiet about titanium dioxide.



The food industry is reluctant to give the chemical up for a reason. It's remarkably efficient as a food dye--nothing else comes close to its ability to turn food white. (No wonder versions of the chemical are also used in house paint.) The main replacement is calcium carbonate, also known as chalk, which is much less opaque, and so food companies would need to use much more of it to get the same whitening effect. This could not only make products more expensive, it could impact the texture and taste of the underlying food. Some companies have successfully been able to reformulate their products: Skittles look the same as they always have. "These reformulations are not easy and can sometimes take months to years to accomplish adequately," Dave Schoneker, a food-dye consultant, told me. "This ends up being a big investment." Not every company will have a bench of food scientists able to spend years reformulating its products.



Without titanium dioxide, consumers may just have to get used to uglier food. At one point while working on this story, I went to the grocery store and picked up two blue-cheese dressings--one with titanium dioxide and one without. The version with the additive looked like what I expected blue-cheese dressing to look like: pearly white. The other one looked a bit like grayish-green mucus.



That's not a proposition that excites the food industry, nor is it something that companies seem to believe Americans can handle. As California prepared to become the first state to ban several food additives in 2023, titanium dioxide was removed from the legislation at the eleventh hour amid vocal opposition from food companies. Before caving to pressure, Mars had resisted calls for the company to stop using artificial dyes in sweets; instead, the company settled on doing so just in Europe, citing that it's where "consumers have expressed this preference." Indeed, European consumers are "okay with muted tones," Chari Rai, the head of innovation for  North America at Oterra, a natural-color manufacturer, told me. "I think the difference in the U.S. market is they're just so used to seeing vibrant colors."



If the industry is correct and Kennedy cannot persuade Americans to embrace an ugly scoop of ice cream, that would signal he's going to have an even harder time pushing Americans away from foods containing the many other ingredients that he claims, with varying degrees of evidence, are making people sick. Food dyes are just cosmetic. (Ice cream still generally tastes the same with or without titanium dioxide.) Other food additives, such as emulsifiers and low-calorie sweeteners, serve a bigger role; ultra-processed foods, which Kennedy opposes, make up a sizable portion of the American diet. MAHA still has much bigger battles to fight.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/08/white-food-dye-titanium-dioxide-maha/683806/?utm_source=feed
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Democrats' Male-Voter Problem

Plus: What Donald Trump is planning, and why Democrats aren't ready for it

by David Frum




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about President Donald Trump's behind-the-scenes strategy to subvert the 2026 midterm elections, by creating chaos to justify his use of extreme executive power. David also discusses how Trump's feud with Elon Musk reveals a deeper truth about power in the postdemocracy Republican Party.

Then David is joined by Arizona Senator Ruben Gallego to discuss how Democrats can win the votes of young men, the importance of free trade and patriotism in today's Democratic Party, and how Gallego has been so successful with Latino voters at a time when Latino men are trending so strongly Republican.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to another episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week is Senator Ruben Gallego from Arizona, one of the rising stars of the Democratic Party.

I recorded my interview with Senator Gallego on June 5, and at that time, I also recorded a monologue talking about the White House farce, tragedy, conflict between Elon Musk and Donald Trump--Elon Musk being the richest man in the world, the biggest contributor to the Trump campaign, the de facto chief of staff and vice president to Donald Trump; and Donald Trump, the president of the United States.

But one of the lessons of the Trump years is: It never pays to do things early. You always want to leave things to the last minute because however outrageous the big story on Thursday is, there may be something that happens on the weekend that is even bigger. And so it is. So we're topping that topper with another topper.

Over the weekend, there was an outbreak of unruly protest, disorderly protest, and even violent protest in Los Angeles against immigration raids by the Trump administration. I'm at some distance; I wasn't an eyewitness. I'm relying on news reports, and there's some uncertainty about exactly what happened, but it looks like rocks were thrown at ICE vehicles. Protesters tried to impede ICE officers doing their duty. Fireworks were shot off. A car seems to have been set on fire.

Now, all of this is illegal, disorderly, and must, of course, be met by the force of law. Fortunately, there are nearly 9,000 officers of the Los Angeles Police Department, uniformed officers with the right to arrest. And the state of California--in cities and counties and at the state level--deploys, altogether, more than 75,000 uniformed officers with arrest powers. So given the state of the situation, there looked to be nothing that the state of California couldn't cope with on its own.

Mercifully, at the time I record today, there were no reports of any injury to any law-enforcement personnel, which, if correct, gives you some idea of the disorderly and upsetting, but genuinely limited, nature of the lawbreaking on hand.

Nevertheless, President Trump announced an intent to federalize California's National Guard and send 2,000 military personnel into the state, and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth chimed in with an offer of sending actual Marines from bases in California. Now, this is being reported as, in some ways, an immigration story, but it's really much, much more than that. By the way, as it happened, it looks like the National Guard was never sent (or certainly wasn't sent in time), and the Marines also weren't sent.

I think a way to think about what happened in California this weekend is as a trial run, a test, a practice for things that Donald Trump has in mind in 2026. Observers of the Trump administration have noted a strange paradox. On the one hand, Donald Trump is doing one after another outrageous act of seeming violation of rules, seeming illegality, selling billions of dollars of coins to persons unknown, accepting foreign jets--things that, if he loses the protection of control of the House of Representatives and the Senate in 2026, portend a world of trouble and even legal jeopardy for him in the second two years of his administration.

And yet, facing that danger, Donald Trump has blithely done one thing after another that seems guaranteed to lose him at least the House, and maybe both House and Senate, in 2026: the tariffs, this tax bill that offers very little to ordinary people, the economy slowly being ground into recession under the burden of all of his restrictive actions. I mean, to do tariffs and an immigration crackdown at the same time is really asking for an economic slowdown.

So how do you make sense of this? Does Donald Trump not know that the elections are coming? Does he not sense the danger that he's in, of what will happen to him, of what could happen to him should his party lose its ability to protect him in House and Senate? Well, I think the answer is: Donald Trump does know, and he does have a scheme to protect himself, but it's not doing popular things to keep his majorities in Congress. It's looking for ways to subvert the 2026 elections to prevent them from happening, or at least to control them so they don't threaten him at all.

Now, we have had some inklings of Donald Trump's thinking along these lines. We saw them in 2020, when people close to Donald Trump--like his former national security adviser Michael Flynn--advised him to use the military to suppress the 2020 vote. But Flynn's advice in 2020 came too late. The election had already happened. Flynn was looking to overturn an election in the past, not to prevent an election in the future. And that's a big thing to do, especially when court after court after court has ruled that the president and his supporters' claims against the 2020 election were utterly meritless.

Also, Donald Trump in 2020 had a military around him that was not likely to obey illegal orders. Under Secretary of Defense [Mark] Esper and under chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley, the Defense Department had said, Look--we will follow any lawful order of the president. But when the president suggests shooting protesters--as he did during the George Floyd riots--we're going say, "Mr. President, are you quite sure? I'm not gonna take a hint here. I need an order, and I need it maybe in writing, so that when I am court-martialed, I can show, 'The president told me to shoot those people.'" And Donald Trump always backed down because he couldn't rely on Esper and Milley to take the hint about what he wanted done.

But here's how his mind worked. We saw this in 2018. In October 2018, as Donald Trump was heading toward midterm elections that would cost him his majority in the House of Representatives, he began to get very upset about an immigration caravan that was supposedly--a so-called caravan that was--heading toward the border. And he began talking in October 2018 about needing a state of emergency to do something about this, to freeze the border, to militarize the southern states.

Now, that didn't go very far. In the first term, Trump's talk was often much more radical than Trump's actions. But you could see the way his mind was going. The president has very broad and quite messy emergency powers. He can do a lot of different things by invoking a state of emergency. He thought about it in 2018. He thought about it in 2020. He wasn't able to do it either time.

But in 2026, he's going to have a very different kind of administration around him. He's got a former talk-show host as a secretary of defense, one with a long list of allegations of heavy drinking and allegations of sexual abuse against him, who's completely beholden to Donald Trump. There are similarly beholden people running the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI. There's a striking lack of independent voices of people with substantial reputations and long-proven integrity--and, for that matter, proven loyalty to the law of the United States. He's got the administration of his dreams, and he's got the problem of a lifetime: the risk of losing the House of Representatives. So what's the plan? The state of emergency. And that was tested in California.

Now, how would this work? Theoretically, of course. We don't know any of this. I'm just telling you how a criminally minded person might advise the president. The president doesn't have a button he can press to stop elections. Elections are administered by the states. But what the president can do is put pressure on certain states, or delay or stop elections in certain states in order to convene the House of Representatives, which will be full of newly elected people from his states and vacancies from the other states.

There's some precedent for this. In 2018, the island of Saipan, which is a U.S. territory, was hit by a devastating typhoon, and the governor of the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands issued a series of emergency declarations--he's acting under federal executive power; it's not a state--including ordering postponing elections that were to be held in the territory for two weeks, including an election to the U.S. House of Representatives, where the Northern Marianas have a nonvoting delegate.

No one questioned this. It's a genuine typhoon, and things really were terribly, terribly disrupted. And two weeks is not so long to wait for the right to vote in the face of a genuine emergency. But that was a proof of the power to delay an election that could be wielded by a functionary of the executive branch.

Back during Reconstruction, the Grant administration often sent federal troops into areas where there was Ku Klux Klan activity to postpone elections, reorganize elections, redo elections. Again, that was Reconstruction; they were facing terroristic violence that was threatening the rights of, in South Carolina, half the population of the state. But there are precedents here.

Now, imagine this in 2026. President Trump provokes some kind of outbreak in California or in some other blue state. He declares a state of emergency. He sends the National Guard. And he says elections have to be postponed until order is restored. That may be weeks; it may be months. In the meantime, there are no representatives from California in the U.S. House of Representatives. With missing blue-state representatives, the red-state people will continue their majority, even though they would likely lose it in a free and fair election in 2026. I'm not saying this is something that will happen, but it's something that could happen, and I think it was something we just saw tested.

So I think as President Trump's mind wanders into places where no president's mind has ever wandered before, it's going to fall upon all of us to let our minds follow afterwards--to listen to the hints, to listen to things that sound crazy, to listen to people who sound crazy, because they may be the prophets of what's to come.

And now some thoughts on the Elon Musk-Donald Trump dispute, and then my interview with Senator Ruben Gallego.

[Music]

Frum: Everyone's talking about this. It's hard to think of anything additional to say beyond what's been said. But there's a point that I'd like to flag that I think has not gone discussed enough, which is: It's kind of insulting and kind of dangerous that American citizens have to care about this kind of personal dispute at the highest levels of government.

The question of whose side you're on in this kind of personality spat is not something you expect to see in a rule-of-law government. In an authoritarian regime, for sure. Presidents and secret-police chiefs fall out, and one will assassinate the other, send the other to prison. There will be coups and countercoups. But in a democratic rule-of-law system of government, personality is supposed to count not for nothing, but for a lot less. These are all functionaries. These are all servants of the people, highly replaceable. And when they dispute, historically, we expect their disputes to reflect something other than their mere selfish-ego needs.

For example, at the beginning of the Biden administration, there was a big dispute between former Secretary of the Treasury Larry Summers, one of the most important outside advisers of the Biden administration, and many of the economic insiders in the Biden administration. Summers warned that the spending plans of the Biden administration were probably too big for the needs of the economy and were likely to generate inflation. As it happened, he was right, but that's not the point.

Others in the Biden administration said, No, we made a mistake in the Obama administration, not spending enough before we were out of the woods. And anyway, this is an opportunity to get done a lot of things that we and the Democratic Party think are important. So we want to proceed with these spending plans, even at the risk of inflation.

And there was a big dispute about that. As I said, Summers was right, but that was hard to know in advance. The other people were certainly motivated by sincere concerns for their vision of the public good. And sometimes it got a little testy, and some personality issues did flare up, and people made ad hominem arguments, as they will. But what everyone understood was: This is not an argument about Summers trying to dominate the insiders, and the insiders trying to dominate Summers.

They were talking about something important to the public well-being: How big should the Biden post-COVID recovery plans be? How much money should be spent? How much debt should be incurred? This was something that honest and intelligent people could have meaningful, impersonal disagreements about, even if, as I said, ego gets attached, tempers flare, and the unfortunate things are said. That's the way it's supposed to be.

And you can find examples of this in many other administrations. Hawks during the Cold War days--there were always disputes between the hawks and the doves, between those who wanted to have a more forward policy toward the Soviet Union and those who wanted to try harder on detente, those who were more optimistic about China and those who were less optimistic. And always the question of: Where does the government spend its money? How? On what?

All of these things cause tensions and disputes. And you'll find them in back issues of old periodicals about the events of the day. But the theory was, and the practice usually was, that the issues drove the personalities, not the personalities drove the issues. It was not a question of personalities in dispute looking for reasons, looking for weapons to use against each other in the form of issues. It was a dispute about real issues: Should the government spend more after COVID? Should it spend less? How real is the risk of inflation in 2021, versus how real is the risk of persistent long-term unemployment? That's the way it's supposed to be.

What's going on between Trump and Elon Musk is like something out of (you'd read it in the pages of) Tacitus in the Roman empire, something out of postcolonial states, something you'd see in the Soviet Union when the secret police would dispute with the army. This is about egos and imperatives, about two people who see themselves as independent of anybody else and as principals, not as servants of the public. It's a question of personalist government.

I mean, think how weird and anomalous and really sinister the position of Elon Musk was. Elon Musk was the head of a government department. Now, formally, other people were named as the head of this DOGE--whatever, the Department of Government Efficiency--but Musk was given status as a special government employee. Everyone could see he was in charge. He hired other outside people and brought them in.

All of this at the same time as he was one of the government's largest contractors, and at the same time as he was an independent businessman who had not divested any of his companies. Normally, if you're a business leader and you go into government, you have to sever yourself from your business interests to avoid conflict-of-interest rules, which are not just opinions in the government but are actually backed by the force of law, or used to be--that if someone in government employ uses his power or her power to do something that advantages his business interests or hers, or to disadvantage a competitor or hers, that's against the law. And there are a variety of statutes that can catch you up.

Musk every day was ignoring all of those practices and rules and legislation, some of them backed by the force of criminal sanction. And the people who he brought into government, again, they often had outside interests or had past concerns that would've subjected them to conflict-of-interest rules. All of that, ignored. They imposed big cuts in important areas of government--not just the tragedy of cutting the HIV program in Africa, PEPFAR, that saved tens of millions of lives since it was initiated by President George W. Bush, but Securities and Exchange Commission, Internal Revenue Service. Agencies that directly bore on the active business interests of Donald Trump and Elon Musk, these were shut down by Elon Musk.

And maybe all those IRS employees who were in charge of auditing high-income individuals, maybe those SEC people who were dealing with allegations of SEC issues involving Musk, maybe they were all irrelevant and unnecessary and redundant and overstaffed. Or maybe they were just in the way, and somebody used personal power to get rid of them--personal power that was converted into state power to get rid of them.

Now, Musk is not activated just by self-interest. He does have these weird ideological ticks that seem to be getting weirder. And those have been part of what has driven the United States government too. The United States is turning away refugees from everywhere, including people who serve the United States and Afghanistan, and it's rolling out a red carpet for white Afrikaner farmers.

I don't know--maybe they've got a claim. I'm not hostile to the white Afrikaner farmers. But it is strange that there's a locked door for everybody else and a red carpet for the people with whom Elon Musk identifies, as his family originally comes from South Africa. Again, this is a question of using state power for personal ends.

Look--the statement that is supposed to define the United States government is that it's a government of laws, not men. The rules and regulations, the government is always supposed to be more powerful, more enduring, more important than the people who work in it. And the people there are there to serve. But that idea really does seem to be jettisoned--not just abandoned, but actively jettisoned, repudiated--in the Trump years. And this dispute exemplifies it.

Musk's particular criticisms of Trump's so-called big--what do you [call it]? Big, bouncing baby boy--whatever he calls that bill. Musk's may well be valid. The bill is irresponsible; it does add a lot of money to the debts and deficits in the out years. There's a kind of card trick going on here, where, in 2017, when Trump passed his first tax cut or the tax cut of the first administration, the only reason it met the deficit-and-debt rules that it had to be passed under was by saying it would expire in 2025.

Now that it is expiring in 2025, the Trump people say, Well, it doesn't really cost anything, because we're largely extending tax cuts that were passed in 2017. Yeah. But in 2017, you said they would expire, and that's why they had one price. If they don't expire, they have a different price, and you're engaged in a kind of hustle.

And so Musk's criticisms of this, they may well be true. But he's not criticizing because he's motivated by a disinterested concern for the public finances. Remember how his interests were exempted from all the budget cuts that were imposed on other people. He's mad at Trump for his own reasons, and so he's using a weapon at hand.

In his case, at least one of the things he's reaching for is true. The others--accusing Trump of being in the Epstein files--those may be more far-fetched. But he's reaching for everything he can get--but not because he cares about these issues, but because he's asserting his own ego to punish someone he's mad at. And Trump is doing the same. Trump is threatening to withdraw government business from Elon Musk's companies.

And, again, look--there's a strong case that Starlink and SpaceX should not be in private hands, the United States government should take them over. These are essential to national security. And if it's true that Elon Musk turned off Starlink to disadvantage the Ukrainians, he was using his corporate power for personal, ideological, or other interests at the expense of the public welfare. So that has to be dealt with.

But Donald Trump, again, is not motivated by impersonal concern for the public welfare. He's punishing an opponent. And so suddenly, conflict-of-interest rules that didn't interest him 15 minutes ago are suddenly the order of the day. We are having a breakdown of the rule-of-law system in the United States. I've often worried that you could have a Trump administration, or you could have the rule of law in the United States, but not both. You could have Elon Musk in government, or you could have government be pure of conflicts of interest, but not both. The law is the victim of both these men. And both of them need to be run out of town as fast as possible, after which, let the law take its course.

And now my conversation with Senator Ruben Gallego. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: The story of Senator Ruben Gallego is both an amazing story of personal achievement and also a classic American narrative of what this country can deliver. A son of immigrants in this country from Latin America, Ruben Gallego grew up in Chicago in a single-parent home. He joined the Marine Corps while still an undergraduate at Harvard. He served in combat in Iraq in a unit fiercely engaged with the insurgency. He settled in Arizona after his military service, was elected to the state assembly as a Democrat, then defied the red wave of 2014 to win election to the U.S. House of Representatives in that difficult year.

Here's where the high political drama begins. In 2018, Arizona Democrats elected Kyrsten Sinema to the U.S. Senate. In office, Sinema became alienated from her party and ultimately declared herself an independent. Congressman Gallego emerged as the leading challenger to Sinema's reelection. She decided not to run again, rather than face him. He then faced the ultra-Trumpy election denier Kari Lake in the general election of 2024, and beat her too. Along the way, Gallego's own image as a fighting progressive has shifted toward the political center. He's now regarded by many Democrats as one of their brightest future stars, and it's a pleasure and honor to welcome him to The David Frum Show.

Senator, thank you for joining us today.

Ruben Gallego: Gracias, David.

Frum: I'm speaking to you from about as deep inside the beltway as you can get--like, almost the buckle of the beltway. And some of our viewers may share that same condition with me. So just to enlighten all of us, when you said your constituents want a "big-ass truck," how big-ass is the truck they want?

Gallego: (Laughs.) Well, big enough for them to feel like they've succeeded in life. And I think that's, basically, what I'm trying to say. And when I joked about it, it really is somewhat true. Like, if you grow up, like I did, in a working-class Latino family, your measure of success was what people would consider artificial, but is actually real. It's the real, tangible things: Buying a home, being able to get a nice truck that is responsive to the fact that you worked hard for this, and you took a lot of pride in that truck. You wash that truck on the driveway every weekend, with your kids.

And when we can't deliver that as a party--me and Democrats as a party--if these men feel that we're not able to get them that future that can allow them to buy that "big-ass truck," or take that vacation, or feel a little more comfortable, or buy that house, or start that business, then we're going to lose their votes.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about that lesson. So I was going through the leadership of both parties, House and Senate, and I'm struck that leader after leader comes from about as safe a state as you can get: South Dakota; Wyoming; or New York, New York. And that's true, by the way, with the executive branch too. Donald Trump used to be a New Yorker, but he became a Floridian to run again in 2024. J. D. Vance comes from what used to be a swing state, Ohio--not a swing state anymore.

You're one of the very few people who's in the national conversation who comes from a highly competitive state, possibly even the most competitive state. So as someone who's won elections in a competitive state, what lessons do you think you have for the people who are looking at politics from the safety of the sidelines?

Gallego: Well, I think one of the things that you could give the credit to, really, me and Mark Kelly, for example, my senior senator, is that we don't have the luxury of being in anything safe.

And one of the benefits about Arizona, too, is that there is no real bubble in Arizona. I guess you could be in a political bubble if you want, but, you know, Democrats and Republicans live next to each other. They're still friends. They still hang out. They still work together. This is why you saw so many Gallego-Trump voters, right? Because these are the people that can make these nuanced separations of who they want, who they think best represents them.

And it also means that you can't avoid what is going on or what people's fears are. You know, one of the things that I think was very instructive for us--at least, like, just generally for my campaign--is that one of the things that that helped us is that we were very realistic about what was happening out there, what people were feeling. And while everyone was trying to say that the economy was getting better--because I think I'm in a competitive state, and, generally, I don't really live in an uppity area; I live in a working-class area in South Phoenix; I really get to touch real grass all the time--and I heard it from people at the grocery store, at the gas stations that they were just having a tough time making ends meet. And this isn't 2022 when I'm hearing this. I'm hearing this in early 2024. I'm hearing the sense of desperation that they're just working so hard, and they're just not getting anywhere.

Or these young men and women that are looking at the world that they don't understand anymore, because, you know, for Arizona, four years ago, if you had a family making middle-class, middle-income salary, you could afford a house. Now the average house in Arizona is about $530,000. And good luck, you know, finding that house; it's probably far out in the middle of nowhere and, on average, a 7.5 percent mortgage.

And so we talked to the voter about what they wanted to hear and talk about and what they were worried about. When everyone was trying to deny that there was a problem at the border, every Democrat was trying to deny the problem at the border, we knew that that was just not the case. And people were still talking about the border. They were worried about it, and they were mad at Democrats for allowing this chaos to happen.

Instead of running away from it, we ran right to the fight and brought the arguments about why we were better than our opponent on these issues. And I think that ended up being one of the saving graces, why we're able to outperform really all Senate Democrats in the country, considering, especially, that Arizona does have about 300,000 more registered Republicans than Democrats.

We have no choice as candidates--me, Mark Kelly, other statewide candidates--to make sure that we are actually figuring out a way to win in a bipartisan manner, by keeping our values also as Democrats but also delivering to Arizona. We have no choice. We have to do it.

Frum: One of the things I noticed about Democrats from sort of the safer areas is: They attach a lot of importance to words, and often more importance to words rather than to things. And I'm struck here--

Gallego: Or deeds, yeah.

Frum: There's been a project to evaluate why Democrats are doing poorly with men. And when you read the discussion about it, it's all about changing the way we speak, changing the way we frame things. The idea that there might actually be something of substance that is the problem, that's not something that seems to be very acceptable. Now, you don't have that luxury.

Gallego: I don't have the luxury. But also, it's like you don't--the Democrats are all about data until they don't like the data. The data for men is: They're just not doing well. This is not just Black men, Latino men. This is all men, right? We have the lowest amount of college attainment. Salaries are going down. Life expectancies are going down. There's just this general discontent within the male population. If you just look at the data, you would say, Hey--this population of the United States is not doing well. We should figure out what to do about it. Let's have conversations. Let's have town halls. Let's have real studies about this.

And what you see, and what I've seen in the past, is there's this--I try not to exaggerate how sometimes the Democrats can be anti-male, but there is a certain amount of that that does happen. When you start talking about it, people are saying, like, Oh, you're concentrating on males and forgetting X, Y, Z population, which I don't think is the case. I think we care about Americans. We should care about all Americans. And if men aren't doing well, us as a party who are supposed to care for the people that are not doing well, we should do something about it.

And we could do, at the same time, making sure we're protecting women's rights, making sure that women are also at the forefront of everything, that we're protecting the LBGTQ community, all these kinds of things, right? But the fact is, for some reason, Democrats have gotten sheepish about this. You know, there's people that are involved in different types of think tanks about the status of men and boys, and they're largely frozen out of the conversations around Democratic policy making, because what we want is: We want the male vote, but we want it cheaply. We want the male vote to come to us without us getting some other interest groups pissed off. And we also want the male vote to come with us, and we want it to be within our safe little tent of ideas and ideology, and we want them to be perfectly fine to fit with all of our other friends.

Which, guess what? That's just not how we're going to win. We're going to have to accept that some of these male voters are not going to be aligned with certain sectors of our tent if we want to win. If we don't want to win, then fine. Accept that we're going to be a small tent, and hopefully we win once in a while. But in reality: The Democrats want the male vote without actually having to work the male vote. And they think they can just throw a bunch of dudes on podcasts and, you know, bro it up, and that's somehow going to solve the problem. It's not going to solve the problem.

Frum: One thing that has been attended in the Trump years--and you can say this is actually a good thing about America, and maybe even one of Donald Trump's few positive legacies--is the American melting pot does continue to bubble along. You can see it as early as the 2010s, but you can really see it happening in the 2020s, that we are seeing a big decrease in race and ethnic polarization in the United States.

But we're paying for it by having this big increase in sex polarization. So men are men. Women are women. Wherever they come from, whatever the color of their skin, the women are voting more like each other; the men are voting more like each other. So the melting pot is bubbling, but the wall of separation between the sexes seems to be getting higher and higher.

Gallego: Yeah, a hundred percent. And look--some of it is COVID-induced. Some of it is: They're listening to different things. One of the things we knew instinctively, because growing up Latino and working class: Latino men do not intently watch Univision, Telemundo. They don't intently follow politics. They largely are disconnected from the normal avenues of--well, I would say that normal people kind of consume news and political news.

And one of the things that I emphasized on my campaign early on is a nontraditional way to reach these men, because you've got to understand the way these guys are. I mean, when I was in construction, I would wake up at 6 a.m., go to the site. Hopefully, it'd be done by 3 p.m. but probably not. So maybe you're back at home by 5 p.m. You're dirty as hell. You're smelly as hell. You're jumping in the shower, and then maybe, you know, you're in time--you've made it home in time for dinner, right? You're sitting down to dinner, and then you have probably a couple hours before you zonk out to start the next day.

Do you want to spend that time watching the news? Do you want to spend that time talking politics? No. You want to spend time with your family or with your friends, because your day sucked, and it's going to suck again tomorrow. And so you do this rinse and repeat, rinse and repeat.

So where are they getting all their information from? Well, a couple places. Number one, they're getting it from their other coworkers at worksites--which by the way, people forget when it comes to Latino men, the people they're most likely to work with besides other Latino men are white working-class men, right? And white working-class men are very much politically involved and have a lot of political information that they're getting. And they're sharing it with their Latino coworkers, right?

And number two, they're living off their phones through different social media, whether it's Instagram, Snapchat, or all this kind of stuff, Twitter. So one of the things that we emphasize is trying to figure out how to get a message, a vibe, about who I was to these Latino male voters early on, so that way they understood, like, Ruben Gallego is a Democrat. Ruben Gallego says he's for the working class. But then we also had a very strong cultural attachment. Like, He understands me. He actually worked at factories, worked in construction, understands the dignity of work, the responsibility of a man to his family, to provide for his family, and how important that is to me as a man.

And that kind of stuff, we are afraid to approach to get these men to start considering us as Democrats. And then, because we never talk about it, we never give them the dignity of allowing them to be family leaders and not making them feel bad about being family leaders. And then we're surprised when, year after year, we don't continue to have this conversation with us, they keep on moving away from us. And it's a dumb trade-off, because we continue to do that because we think that somehow we're going to piss off female voters.

And I don't think that's the case. Female voters are worried about their sons or daughters and their husbands. They're worried about the fact that they're becoming less social. They're worried about the fact that they're not actually being productive in life. And they want to have good husbands--heck, they want to have good ex-husbands that are involved with their kids' lives, and they're making good pay and paying their child support, things of that nature.

But for some reason, the Democrats have continued this trade-off, and it's going to continue going until we realize: Making sure [of] people's economic needs will cross all racial barriers and, if you do it rightly, will also cross these gender gaps that we're seeing.

Frum: Well, let me ask you: You're famous for having banned the use of the term Latinx from any communication you do. But let me ask you about a term you've been using: Latino. You're originally from Chicago. If someone practiced politics in Chicago 100 years ago and someone said there's this thing called an Eastern European o--Croat, Serbs, they're the same; Poles, Ukrainians are the same; everybody loves the Ashkenazi Jews--it's just one thing.

Gallego: I think if Chicago, like--if you weren't Irish or Scottish or Polish, you were Bohemian. That's the way they would describe any European that they couldn't describe. Yeah. And then me, growing up, you were Spanish or Mexican, if you were lucky, or Puerto Rican.

Frum: But let me ask you this: Is this concept of Latino helping anybody understand anything at all? And as particularly the Democratic Party, that a lot of Democratic Party politics has been driven over the past quarter century by the idea, Okay, there's this new minority. They all come from the same continent and half a continent--because Mexico, of course, is in North America--and most of them speak Spanish, some speak Portuguese, some speak indigenous languages. But we're going to group them into a thing, and we're just going to assume we own them, and they're going to naturally gravitate to voting for us. They're going to be in opposition to the standard organization of American society, and they're going to want minority set-asides. And that's the way to talk to them. And the very invention of the concept of Latino has been a disabling--part of your family comes from Colombia; part of your family comes from Mexico. Those are very different historical experiences.

Gallego: Oh, hell yeah.

Frum: And with Eastern Europeans, we would understand if your father was Serbian and your mother was Croat, that didn't make you an Eastern European o; that made you a person with two different heritages that you had to balance.

Gallego: I think the mistake that happened, it's like the names don't matter so much. Now go back to why Latinx matters versus Latino: What happened within the progressive left, as well as the Democratic Party, is that you had all these Latinos that kept voting Democratic, right? Yeah, no matter what.

And the difference was two things. Number one: There was discrimination against Latinos. I mean, you saw signs going into the 1970s, you know, no spics, no dogs allowed. In the Southwest, there was housing discrimination, there was educational discrimination. And of course, that drove those voters to the Democratic Party, because we were the only party, really, that was outright for equality. The level of income attainment was extremely low. So the Latino population on average was poorer than the Anglo population. And the Democrats were the party of the middle class, a working class of: Who's going to protect your rights? Who's going to protect your wages? Who's going to give you an opportunity to go to a good school and live the American dream? That was the Democratic Party.

What happened is: the Democratic Party kind of kept on evolving, and the Latino population kept growing bigger and bigger. The Latino population changed--and I don't mean change, as in there was new populations that came in, except for the Cubans; that's another tangent and a weird story there. But we got bigger, and we also got richer within our population. And even though, on average, Latinos are poorer, we have a lot of great success stories in America, right?

If you look at the police forces in a lot of our big cities, you have a lot of Latino police forces. You have a lot of Latino firemen. So there's been this--and this is a good story, by the way. This is a good story. This is what you want to happen to your immigrant communities, right? This is the story of the American dream. We are moving up to middle class; we're moving everything else. And so the Democratic Party just never changed as the Latino population was changing, right?

And if anything, it actually went further away from what they were, right? Focusing more on social issues and not so much on the economic issues that we were known for. And then also, just adopting things that the Latino community would naturally be against, right? Open borders, for example, was something that if you had Latino friends, they would've told you, Well, that's dumb. Like, why? Why would you do that? Kind of the anti-police rhetoric. We live in neighborhoods where we want police to treat us well but also to be present, and this anti-police rhetoric that took off for many years affects them, especially, again, when we have so many people that are in the military--sorry, in the police force.

And this kind of moving away from this idea of patriotism being a core value of the Democratic Party and understanding that America is an exceptional country and we should pride and value that, it goes against the grain of what Latinos know, right? Our kids serve in the military. We actually come here because we think it's an exceptional country. And when Arizona--sorry, when Democrats are sheepish about talking about the country in that way, it does an impact.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about the military. So you were in Iraq. You served with a unit that took a lot of casualties. You saw some hard things. Some of the people in your cohort who returned from Iraq, like the serving vice president, have been radicalized and embittered--or so they say that's why they've been radicalized and embittered. He wasn't radicalized and embittered. I knew him when he immediately came back from Iraq, and he wasn't radicalized and embittered then, but the farther the experience recedes, the more embittered he becomes about it.

Other people who have served in the post-9/11 wars--like your former House colleague Dan Crenshaw, like some of your Senate colleagues, Tammy Duckworth--they retain their faith in America's purposes in the world, that American military power is a necessary thing and a force for good. How do you process your military experience, and how does it affect the way you think about America's role in the world and America's military in the world?

Gallego: Yeah, I mean, for me, it's pretty interesting just because, I mean, the vice president and I were actually in Iraq at the same time. He was serving on a base called Al Asad, and I was a frontline infantry unit that was never on base. And actually, my unit was from Ohio, so the Reserve unit I served with, Lima 3/25. And as you know, we ended up, unfortunately, seeing a lot of combat and lost a lot of men.

And I actually did come back embittered. I came back embittered at the administration for sending me to a bogus war to begin with. And they sent me to a bogus war without the equipment that I needed, that got a lot of my men killed--and the manpower, by the way, because I was covering an area the size of West Virginia with only a company of men, or battalion, I should say. And so I was very embittered at our government about that. But it never made me an isolationist, because I think, looking at the world in a rational way, we can't afford to be isolationist.

I want security for the future of my kids, and I want economic security too. Part of that is going to be that we have to have friends, and we need strong friends. Because we don't have the mass that China has. And I'm not talking about the military mass--because I don't want to go to war with China--but we don't actually have the actual manpower, economic leverage that we have, unless we have other friends, unless we have other allies. And when it comes to any kind of military support, having other friends that are with us.

And I want to prevent wars. I think the best way for us to prevent wars is to have alliances, is to believe in actual treaty obligations, and also to find ways to prevent wars through multilateralism, through investments in bringing down, for example, poverty around the world. I mean, one of the reasons why I had such a hard time fighting over there is because everybody in western Iraq was trying to kill me, and some of these people weren't even trying to kill me because they were idealogues, but because they were poor. Some insurgent was going to give him a hundred bucks just to drop an IED at the side of the road, right?

Like, I saw the actual results of instability in the world. And yes, there was a lot of bad leadership decisions and somewhat criminal decisions that came from the Bush administration. But tearing down the system that has actually brought the longest amount of peace, in general, in the longest time since World War II is just plain dumb. And some of the things that I think actually motivates these people to actually try to destroy these institutions is because: If there's less institutions that are connecting us, if there's more isolationism, it actually empowers the most powerful people within this country, which I don't think we want either.

I see this as the opposite way. It doesn't mean we have to be everywhere. I certainly have not supported engagements or potential engagements all around the world. I supported us, for example, when it came to the JCPOA, because I don't want to go to war with Iran, under President Obama. I've been against some of our potential expeditions and longstanding, overstayed, and out of compliance with some of our rules and regulations in terms of operating overseas, like in Syria and other countries. And I think we should have deep oversight.

But this idea that we're just going to go to zero and close down the borders, I think is just not, when it comes to our alliances, is just not realistic. It's not going to happen, and I think it's going to make more unsafe than anything else, and I think will actually lead us to more of a situation in terms of a confrontation with China than less.

Frum: You're on the border, and the Trump administration, one of its areas of greatest military adventurism has been with increased military activity in Mexico. They're overlying drones. They say the drones are unarmed, but they're drones that are capable of being armed. It looks like they didn't give the Mexican government advanced notice of all the drones that are flying. President Trump, the vice president, many others in the Republican Party have spoken about taking some kind of military action inside the territory of Mexico or on the seas that are just outside Mexico's territorial waters. How do you think about that as someone who represents Arizona?

Gallego: We want, and we do have, a good relationship with the Mexican government in Arizona. Our police forces will talk to their police forces. They have problems. There's no doubt there's corruption. There's no doubt. But what you've seen is when some of the best outcomes have always been when we've actually worked with our friends and treated them like friends and allies, and helped them build their capability to fight back, fight corruption, fight these cartels, fight these terrorists.

You've seen some of the best COIN operations in, for example, Colombia that were effective. And I think we could continue doing that. But if we decide to do these unilateral actions without working with these countries, without giving them some level of respect, we're going to end up having less support from that government, but less support from the people who will continue to hide these horrible, horrible humans that are also terrorizing these communities.

It's also very insulting to a lot of--and this is something that I've seen that we've done, not just to them but to sort of Afghan allies we're not rolling in. It's insulting to them as if they don't have some agency, right? Thousands and thousands of Mexican police officers, government workers die every year fighting these cartels. And the fact that we kind of give this whole broad brush and say they're all corrupt, they're all evil I think is something that's going, again, to not help us make friends where we need friends to fight these organizations.

Frum: Well, you mentioned Colombia. Until a little while ago, it looked like one of the big successes of American policy in the 21st century: Plan Colombia that restored order, the reorientation of the Colombian economy away from drugs to exporting agricultural goods that serve people rather than killed people.

Colombia got hit with a wave of tariffs by the Trump administration. Now he's helped to legitimate the far left that has come back into Colombian politics. Is that a situation that you follow, and what lessons do you see for countering surgency from the Colombian experience?

Gallego: Yeah, I do follow it a lot. Look--you know, when President Petro of Colombia really used this opportunity to kind of create this jingoistic situation where you're able to draw attention to the sins of what the United States is doing, and not necessarily the things that are occurring in Colombia, which economically aren't great. And when you're putting tariffs, you're creating two things: Number one, for your kind of marginal farmer, especially out in rural Colombia, doing, you know--export farming is profitable, but not that much. And it is also fairly marginal, right? It is a lot more profitable for you to farm and harvest cocoa, right? And other, drug, products.

And so you're making an economic incentive for people to move away. You're also messing with our economy, too (the United States economy), because talking to some of these big industries down there who import American flour, corn, soy--they're right now looking for new partners anywhere else besides the United States because they don't want to deal with the drama of Am I under a tariff? versus Am I not under a tariff?

You know, their biggest import from the United States is actually soy, which is ridiculous considering they're essentially next to--they share a border with--Brazil. Now, you know, the Brazilian soy market is hunting around in Colombia, trying to basically say, like, We're your better partner. They're gonna--look: They're gonna try to get flour from somewhere else. You know, the Colombian farmers, because it's a very volcanic earth, really value American tractors and farm equipment because they're solid. You know, they have a great reputation. They're easy to fix. The parts are easy to get. And now they're trying to get new products from Korea, from China, from Europe, because they don't want to deal every year, again, with whether your tractor is going to end up having a 10 percent, 20 percent tariff or counter-tariffs. So this is the instability we're causing.

That what was essentially unnecessary instability, right? Because Colombia has always accepted Colombians that are being returned for deportation. All they were asking is, like, Hey--just don't bring them in a military plane and we're fine. And I think that's some of the least thing we--one of the things we could do to keep relations, to keep the flow going, obviously, people that should be deported. But, you know, we end up, again, shooting ourselves in the foot because the way that this administration does security is they focus on being tough and not smart. They focus on showing, like, We're gonna do these things, but at the end of the day, all they're doing is causing more chaos.

They were talking about criminals, and now they're rounding up kids, rounding up parents, rounding up workers that we need, just so they could prove that they're wrong, when the voter really did not ask for that. They didn't ask for this, they asked for criminals. They asked for a tighter border; they got a tighter border. But now you're deporting families just so you could say you're hitting these arbitrary numbers that Stephen Miller wants.

Frum: A lot of you--you talk about the harm of tariffs very eloquently. A lot of people in your party have been having a difficult time articulating a tariff message because they actually kind of like tariffs.

If President Trump has been the most protectionist president since 1945, President Biden was the second-most. And so you hear a lot of Democrats saying things like, Well, I'm against dumb tariffs. I'm for smart tariffs, implying they're for smart tariffs, implying that there is or could be such a thing as a smart tariff.

And the result is you have a very narrow difference. And to your point just now, I mean, when Democrats say, I want to do the same thing as Donald Trump, but I want to do it smarter, what a lot of people hear is not, Well, you are smarter. [It's] Oh, you're the party of people who think they're so smart, but you don't actually have a principled criticism of what the president does. You're just showing off that you think you're better educated and more intelligent. But you want to do the same thing, only with fancier words, the way you always want to do it.

So are there Democrats who are going to be able to say, You know what? Tariffs are just dumb. Don't do them. We should trade in peace and freedom with the rest of the world?

Gallego: Are there? --I mean, I'm not a miracle worker here, David. But look--what we've seen in terms of the turnaround in our economy, right? If you would've said eight years ago that the United States was gonna be able to manufacture the majority of the chips it needs within 10 years, we would've been like, You're freaking nuts, right? Because all the chip manufacturing was being done overseas. And within that short time period, we were able to stand up and move U.S. manufacturing of advanced chips to a point where we're going to be net exporters in the next couple years.

That wasn't from tariff policy; that was from an actual industrial policy about how we're actually gonna brick this back, right? And we need to figure out how we can bring certain industries back and how we could do it smartly by competing, right? By having the best workers possible, by having the best industry possible, with having the best regulatory frameworks they could add to the tax policies, everything else. Like, that's how you make it.

So you could actually bring these middle-class jobs back. But the other thing that really annoys me is that, like, who do they think works these middle-class jobs? Who do you think works these factories? Right now they're about, last I heard--I'd have to go back and check. But, you know, we're probably close to a million--sorry, we're at about a million factory jobs that are opening right now. Those are immigrants that work those jobs. When I was working at a meat factory, growing up, I got $1 more because I was the only one that spoke English--or, well, I spoke English. I'm sure there's others that spoke English too.

But the people that worked at that factory were Mexican immigrants and Polish immigrants, right? So let's say we do build that steel plant here. First of all, let's find the investors that are willing to put in the seven to 10 years to build it. Like, the people that work in a lot of these places are the people that we're trying to kick out of this country right now, or won't let in.

And so how are we--how is this smart in any way?

Frum: You come from one of the most outward-facing states in America, in the country--a border state, a state with a dynamic economy, a state of entrepreneurship and immigration. If anyone's gonna carry a flag for open trade, free trade, it's gonna be a senator from Arizona. John McCain was a great free trader. Can we look to the senators from Arizona to lead the fight against tariffs and for free trade?

Gallego: Yeah. No, like, I think I can't speak for the other senator, but what we've seen is, like, Arizona is richer because of trade--and not just, by the way, [with] Mexico, which, by the way, has definitely been a big driver, besides the fact that everyone just focuses on the security side of it. We are actually a richer state, and the country would be much richer if we actually made our ports of entries faster, more aggressive, and predictable in some regards because some people don't know when they're gonna come in.

But we are now trading with, you know, all around the world. We just opened up a direct airline route, or will be soon, from Phoenix to Taiwan. Our jobs, our high-skilled jobs, our highest-paying jobs are due to trade. And in some regard, if we actually want stability, especially in the Western hemisphere, we should embrace free trade that, you know, emphasizes our brothers and sisters south of the border getting good-paying jobs, getting those industry jobs that we don't want to do in the United States, so they could stop the migrations that are moving here to the United States. There is a way for this all to be a win-win for the United States. And I think using our ability, in terms of our superpower--which I think our biggest superpower is actually human capital--where we can bring anyone from all around the world and use their drive, their brainpower and put it into this massive other amount of brainpower to experiences all around the world. We could outcompete anybody, but we actually have to believe in them. We have to make the investments in them. And I think that is going to be a better way to actually move the middle class, get them those jobs that they need, than these types of, like, ham-fisted tariff policies.

Frum: Last question, because I know we have a hard out, and you've been very generous with your time. You came from a tough background. You had an astonishing career. Your talent was picked out early. You went to Harvard. You volunteered. You saw some dark things in combat. You came back. You chose politics after that background at a strikingly early age. You didn't get rich first. You went into politics directly.

Gallego: I did want to get rich first, to be honest. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Why did you choose politics?

Gallego: You know, I think it really chose me. I always wanted to do government service. I actually thought that I was going to end up in the State Department, or the FBI, or something of that nature. I got back from the war--I mean, I was fucked up, to be honest. You know, my best friend died. It was seven months of just hard, hard combat.

And then we got back and, you know, we were Reservists, and they just let us go, right? So two weeks after I get back from Iraq, I am given my orders, I throw my stuff in my sea bag, and they're, Right. You're out; you're gone. You know, no housing, nothing. And luckily, I had friends and family to fall upon.

But then the stories started coming from my guys that they were having problems getting jobs. They were having problems getting VA treatments, getting into the VA--all these things that were just terrifying to me. And I was already pissed from the war because, again, they sent me to war without the proper armor on our vehicles, proper intelligence, without enough manpower, all this kind of stuff.

And so I found myself talking more and more to these guys about--these guys, my brothers--trying to help them get into the VA, trying to help them get into school. You know, some of them were living on my couch for a little bit to keep them off the streets. And I started complaining to the state reps, to the state senators, Why can't my guys have in-state tuition? Marines would be overseas for three years, and they'd come back to their home state or to another state, and they say, like, Well, you never lived here. Like, Yeah, well, I've been gone forever.

And it just kept on coming back and forth, back and forth, and I just kept complaining to congressmen and to everybody. And I realized that, I mean, everyone talks a big game, but no one really gives an f about us until they really need us.

But I have a purpose here, and it's going to continue to service. You know, my guys and I are going to have our 20-year reunion this year. I'm 45. I'm one of the older side of veterans, and if I'm not doing this right now, you know, who's going to hold this administration to the fire? They want to cut 83,000 veteran--VA employees arbitrarily, right? And for me, I'm able to use my position as a veteran, as a combat veteran, and I'm pushing back on them. I'm not sure if I was here, would someone be doing as aggressively as I am? And I think that that tells me I'm doing something right.

Frum: Thank you. Thank you for the time today. I'm really grateful. Thank you for the candor. It's been an interesting conversation. I really appreciate you taking the time for us. Bye-bye.

Gallego: Appreciate it. Adios.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Senator Gallego for joining me here on The David Frum Show. Remember, if you enjoy this dialogue and similar content, please subscribe to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support the work of The David Frum Show and all of my Atlantic colleagues.

I'm going to close with some farewell thoughts about the weekend ahead. If you are planning to fly into Washington, D.C., over the weekend of June 14, be prepared for a lot of airplane closures. Reagan National Airport will be closed, and traffic at the other regional airports is likely to be disrupted. The reason for this is the big parade scheduled for June 14.

Now, ostensibly, this is a parade to salute the 250th anniversary of the United States Army, founded in June of 1775. But we all know this story is not true. The Continental Navy was founded in the fall of 1775, and the Marines shortly thereafter. They, too, are celebrating 250th anniversaries this year. No parade for them, because their anniversaries do not coincide with the birthday of President Trump. President Trump is throwing a big birthday bash for himself at public expense, making a parade, which he has wanted for a long time.

And the Army is his excuse but not his motive. As I say, if it were the real thing, you would find a way to honor the Army, the Navy, and the Marine Corps together, all of them celebrating their 250th anniversary this year. Now, President Trump has wanted a big military parade since he saw one in France in his first term, on Bastille Day. The Army and the other services, the Department of Defense, resisted this demand for a long time, and for three main reasons.

The first was the reason of expense. The Trump birthday party, the military component of it, will cost, all in--both the cost of the parade and the cost of repaving the city streets afterwards--probably in the vicinity of $100 million. That's a very large amount of money, even by military standards. And in the first term, at least, the money would've been spent at a time of general prosperity and pretty lax controls of spending. In the second term, President Trump is engaged in massive budget cuts throughout the rest of the government. We've eliminated the PEPFAR program for Africa that delivers anti-HIV drugs to Africans of all ages, and especially children. People's lives are at risk to save the $7 billion that PEPFAR costs. It's indecent to be cutting PEPFAR and throwing the president a $100 million birthday party. So the military has resisted on grounds of expense.

They've also resisted on grounds of uselessness. Look--parades used to serve a purpose. The skills on display in a parade--marching in step, the cavalry trotting in line--those were highly relevant military skills in the days when armies fought in formation, when infantry formed into line, when cavalry moved at a trot. But in today's world, the skills that you need to do at a parade have nothing to do with how armies fight.

And the weeks and weeks of preparation that the units have to do in order to be ready for the parade is just a waste of time. And these are all, by the way, highly paid, highly skilled professionals. Their time is valuable. We want our war fighters, as Secretary of Defense Hegseth calls them, to be preparing to fight actual 21st-century war, not demonstrating their skill and readiness to fight the wars of the 18th and early 19th century.

But there's an even more fundamental reason that the Army resisted for such a long time, and that was: They sensed there was something political about these parades. Trump was not doing this, really, to salute the military. He was summoning the military to salute him. And the military, rightly, would never refuse an order, but they would point out, This is expensive. This is a distraction. And if you order us to do it, we will leak the details of how expensive and how useless it is to the newspapers, so that everyone will see what you are doing.

That was the first term. But in this second term, the military is headed by people who--unlike the military leadership in the first term--under Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, pose no resistance to the orders and demands and wishes and imperatives and whims of President Trump. The Hegseth DOD is an arm of Trump's PR politics. And so it's all parade, all the time. There is no one now to advocate for the interests of the national defense against the whims of the president.

I think this you've all heard before, but there's something else I want to point out here. The idea that a president would cause massive inconvenience to the traveling public, disrupt the traffic of the District of Columbia, all to honor himself is a real slap in the face and a real denial of the fundamental relationship that the constitutional system envisions between the president and the people.

The president is a public servant. He is the highest-ranking government employee. He's not the master. He's not the king. He's not the emperor. Traditionally, presidents receive no honor of any kind in their own lifetimes. If they had distinguished themselves in office, after they had passed then they would be honored in all kinds of ways: the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Monument. Everything's the other way around. I think it's the Lincoln Monument and the Jefferson Memorial. You'd issue postage stamps for them. The streets would be named for them, counties. There are Jackson Counties all over the United States. Presidents were honored after the end of their lifetime. But in their time, they were just another government employee, like the undersecretary of agriculture. And there certainly was no public commemoration of their birthdays.

Donald Trump does not see himself as a public servant. He sees himself as a public master. That's why he's always demanding thanks for his allocation of government resources. When President Trump sends emergency assistance to a county that's in need, it's not his money. No one owes him any thank-you. He's doing his job, sending the public's money to the place where public law provides for it to go. And yet he thinks, because he is the president, he, therefore, is owed deference, he is owed obedience, he's owed thanks, and he's owed a parade.

And this habit of thinking is spreading through his government. Other Cabinet secretaries have also given themselves birthday parties of public expense and have issued statements on Twitter saluting the Cabinet secretary for the birthday. It's a habit that grows from the top down, and it's a violation of the way that Americans used to conduct themselves.

Look--in Britain, there's a long and lively tradition of military parades on the monarch's birthday. They troop the colors. In fact, this year, the trooping of the colors for King Charles's birthday will be June 14. Charles's birthday will be June 14, just like President Trump's parade. But Charles's parade is not on his actual birthday; his actual birthday is in November. but he's going to have his parade on June 14 because that's the best day for the public to watch it and enjoy it, and it's also the easiest day for the troops to parade. If you know London, you'd much rather parade in the June sunshine than in the November gloom and rain.

So Charles, the king of England, is thinking of others when he arranges the continuation of the long-established tradition of the trooping of the colors on the monarch's birthday. President Trump, ostensibly a servant of the people, ostensibly a lowercase r Republican official, ostensibly just the highest-ranking person in the government bureaucracy--he's doing more than King Charles to honor himself at other people's expense and other people's inconvenience. It's not the biggest scandal of the Trump administration by any means, but in some ways it's the most revealing.

Thanks so much for joining me today. I'm David Frum. I hope you'll return next week for another episode.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about how Donald Trump's second term has brought a more systematic and punishing assault on American media, through regulatory pressure, retaliatory lawsuits, and corporate intimidation.

Then David is joined by the legendary newspaper editor Marty Baron to discuss how today's media institutions are struggling to stand up to power. Baron reflects on his tenure at The Washington Post, the new pressures facing owners such as Jeff Bezos, and how Trump has turned retribution into official policy. They also examine how internal newsroom culture, social media, and a loss of connection to working-class America have weakened public trust in journalism.

David closes the episode by reflecting on the recent media overhyping of President Joe Biden's age issues.

The following is a transcript of the episode:


David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 9 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. Today, I'll be joined by Marty Baron, formerly executive editor of The Washington Post during the first Trump term and during the transition of ownership at The Washington Post from the Graham family that had led it through so many years to new ownership under Jeff Bezos.

Marty Baron is one of the most important media leaders of our time and has spoken forcefully, both in person and in his memoir, Collision of Power, about the threats to free press and the responsibilities of that press. I'll finish the episode with some thoughts about the way the media have covered the old age and infirmity of former President Joe Biden. But let me begin by addressing this larger topic of press freedom and press responsibility in the second Trump term.

President Trump began his campaign and has spent much of his first term attacking the media, coining phrases, calling the free media enemies of the people, enemies of the state, and huffing and puffing and complaining, and generally persecuting and often inciting dangerous threats against individual members of the press.

If you covered the Trump presidency in that first term, especially if you were a woman, you suddenly found yourself being attacked, both digitally and often in person, in ways unlike anything ever seen before: death threats, harassment, abuse, anti-Semitic and misogynistic, racist--the worst kind of garbage. I even got a little splash of myself. I had an FBI man come to the house to warn my wife that there had been some threats against me. The Atlantic is kind of high-toned, and I think a lot of the people who make the worst threats don't read The Atlantic, and so we get spared to some degree, but it was nasty. But it was also mostly ineffective.

The press worked during the first Trump term. Institutions like The Atlantic, like The New York Times, like The Washington Post, like CNN kept bringing to light important stories about what the Trump presidency was doing, about corruption, about ties to Russia, about many things that people needed to know. And while their lives were much more difficult than they had been in the past, and while the pressures on them were real, it did not, in the end, detract from getting the job done, for the most part, in the first Trump term.

In the second Trump term, things have been different. President Trump has been much more systematic, much more deliberate, much more sustained, and much more effective in putting pressure on America's free media. He does it by squeezing the corporate parents of media institutions, making it clear that mergers of the upstream parent will not be allowed or will be harassed or even illegally prevented in some way, unless those institutions change the way that their reporting arms behave themselves.

And we have seen media people end up paying what look very much like inducements, material inducements, to Trump. Amazon, which is owned by Jeff Bezos, who also owns The Washington Post, paid millions of dollars for the rights to make a Melania documentary, money it has to know it will never see back for a documentary that will probably never be produced. ABC paid millions of dollars directly to President Trump's so-called library, but really to himself, because of pressure put upon the Disney Corporation, ABC's corporate parent. CBS offered a settlement to Trump for an even more vexatious and absurd lawsuit: Trump complained that he didn't like the way they edited an interview with Kamala Harris--which, So what? You don't like our editing? You have no claim on that. That gives you no right of due action. I mean, send us a letter if you don't like the editing. And other people don't like the editing of the interview we did with you; that's not lawsuit material.

The Atlantic, too, after our Signal story, a that reported that our editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, had been added to what should have been a more sensitive discussion of a military operation in Yemen: In addition to the usual concerns for accuracy that, of course, we had, we knew that there was a chance that the federal government under President Trump would pursue some sort of baseless, legal retaliatory action against us, and we had to fear that in a way that probably in another time we would not have had to fear.

So there are real things to worry about, and they're not just specific to Trump. We've seen other people in American politics do the same. When Ron DeSantis was governor of Florida--or he is the governor of Florida. When he was running for president, he made one of his signature issues threatening the Disney Corporation for exercising its free-speech rights to comment on some of his social legislation by stripping them of various business privileges that they had long had and punishing the corporate parent for exercises of corporate free speech, because Disney was unhappy that the DeSantis administration was penalizing what they saw as the free-expression rights of gay and lesbian people in the state of Florida. So DeSantis took the Trump path. In the end, it didn't do him any good, but Disney still took the blow.

We have seen this kind of acceleration of new kinds of threats, and they're working because media institutions of the traditional kind are more vulnerable than they ever used to be before. Look--the companies that were powerful in 1972 are a lot less powerful in 2025, but they remain the main sources of dispassionate, fact-checked, accurate information about the events of the day. New media does not see that as its mission, but the old media do. But because they've been losing audience share, because they're less wealthy than they used to be, they're subject to various kinds of pressure, and those pressures are being imposed on them with real-world consequences for all of us.

Meanwhile, the whole mental landscape is being altered by the rise of different kinds of media institutions. TikTok has to be regarded as the most important media company in America today, alongside Facebook and other social-media platforms. These are shaping the minds and mentalities of Americans, especially Americans under 40, especially those Americans who are not closely involved with the political process, and so whose votes are maybe more up for grabs and are therefore some of the most valuable voters to politicians. We have a new kind of landscape, and it's one that we all have to navigate with great care and one in which our responsibilities as citizens are as much at stake as our rights as citizens.

The information landscape is being reshaped, and Trump is abusing the powers of state in this new landscape to hasten the reshaping in ways favorable to him. Congress passed a law putting TikTok out of business. The Supreme Court approved that law. Trump has postponed enforcing the law long past all the deadlines that were supposed to be there, because he likes the way TikTok covers him. Remember, one of the rules of authoritarianism is: The protection for the culpable is as much a resource for the authoritarian as harassment of the innocent.

The goal and end state of all of these evolutions, of these pressures, of these changes in the media landscape is to create a world--or create an America--in which nobody will know anything that can be relied upon and shared with neighbors. Instead of knowledge informing our politics, our politics will inform our knowledge.

Now, there's no ready answer to this, but each of us as an individual has a power to do something about it, to be a better consumer of news, to be a wiser user, to read more carefully, to question more of what we see, to fortify our immunities against the coming wage of AI-fed distortion that is surely on its way.

It's going to be a different kind of country, different kind of way of processing information. But the task of democracy and the challenge of democracy remains eternal, even as the challenges and threats change. And we're all going to have to step up and be the best kind of citizens, the best-informed citizens that we know how to be, even as it becomes more difficult in the face of authoritarian pressure and new technology.

And now my dialogue with Marty Baron, formerly editor of The Washington Post. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Marty Baron is a newspaper editor whose real-life story inspired an Academy Award-winning movie. After reporting for the Los Angeles Times and The New York Times, he was appointed executive editor of the Miami Herald. From Miami, he moved to Boston, where he led the Boston Globe's coverage of sex-abuse cover-ups in the Catholic Church. That coverage won a Pulitzer Prize in 2003 and inspired the 2015 movie Spotlight.

In 2013, Marty Baron moved to The Washington Post. He led the paper through its purchase by Jeff Bezos and through the first Trump term, winning more accolades and prizes for himself and his reporters along the way.

He retired in 2021 and published his memoir, Collision of Power, in 2023. Marty, thank you so much for joining the program today.

Martin Baron: Thanks for inviting me, David.

Frum: All right, so we've got some things to cover, and we've talked about what those might be, but let me start off with a straightforward question: If you were editing The Washington Post today, do you think you'd keep your job?

Baron: (Laughs.) I think I would, actually, because I think I did a good job while I was there, and I think that was appreciated and I was supported by the owner and the publisher at the time. Obviously, some things have changed. But I think it would be very risky for them to fire me.

And the news department continues to maintain its independence from the owner. The owner has not interfered in the news coverage, as far as I know. And I think all of us would know, because there would be an explosive reaction within the newsroom if he had interfered. So yes, I think I would keep my job.

Frum: It's a major theme of your memoir, Collision of Power, that first-term Trump tried to pressure The Washington Post's new owner, Jeff Bezos, into submission, and that Bezos consistently and courageously resisted. Bezos paid a price for this. Amazon lost a $10 billion contract with the federal government because of Trump's unhappiness with The Washington Post coverage.

Amazon and the Post don't have a relationship, but Bezos is the owner of both. They're the largest shareholder in Amazon and [he's] the sole owner of the Post. Second-term Trump seems much more deliberate, methodical, purposeful, and effective in his pressures on the Post and other media institutions. And this time, he also seems more successful, and not just with the Post but with many others. I described in my opening monologue some of the other cases--CBS, ABC. What are media owners so afraid of?

Baron: Well, I think what they're afraid of is they're afraid of being made a target by Trump, that he's going to do severe damage to their other commercial interests. I think in the case of Bezos, he's afraid of the impact that Trump can have on Amazon, which has enormous contracts--particularly in the area of cloud-computing services--with the federal government.

And he has a private, commercial space venture called Blue Origin, which had fallen well behind SpaceX, the Elon Musk company, but was at the point of launching a rocket into orbit and then being able to start to compete, really, with SpaceX. It has now launched that rocket successfully into orbit. But it's highly dependent on contracts with the federal government, and I think that's true of the other companies as well, the parent companies of CBS and ABC. So in the case of ABC, Disney depends on the federal government for approval of mergers and things like that, and does not want to be in conflict with the president of the United States. And of course, Paramount, which owns CBS, wants to execute a merger with Skydance, and that requires approval by the FCC.

Frum: You know, you've had a long and storied career through many, many different institutions, and I'm sure along the way, you have observed close-up and directly how angry mayors, governors, and presidents and members of Congress can get at media coverage. And there's always a lot of huffing and puffing and bluster and anger. What is happening since the election in 2024 seems qualitatively different from anything that I've observed. Is that your observation?

Baron: Well, absolutely. Look--I mean, Trump, during his campaign, promised to seek retribution on his perceived political enemies. That's what he's doing right now. You can see that, of course, in his attacks on law firms that have represented individuals and institutions that were opposed to him, seeking to bar them from access to federal-government buildings, seeking to deny them any contracts with the federal government--basically, punish them in every conceivable way--and really, he's seeking to destroy those law firms. The same applies to universities, first with Columbia University and then now with Harvard, of course. You can see that he's applying all of the not just threats, but actually, use of force and denying billions of dollars in grants to Harvard in an effort to force them to submit to his wishes.

So that's what's happening. It's qualitatively different from what we've seen before. And of course, the federal government has enormous power. And Trump is exercising that power--actually, not just exercising it; he's abusing it.

Frum: Why is it so much more effective now? One of the semi-remembered details of the Watergate scandal was that President Richard Nixon tried to put pressure on The Washington Post at that time because the Post was then seeking permission, or the Graham family was seeking permission, to acquire some radio stations, which required FCC approval. And there's a famous crude quote about it, We're going to put Katie Graham's tits through the wringer. And what that was referring to was that her family wanted to buy these radio stations--or maybe sell them; I can't remember which. But either way, they needed an FCC permission, and Nixon said, Aha! I have the brain wave. We'll use that as a pressure on the Post. And it spectacularly backfired. It didn't work for Nixon at all.

Now, a half century later, similar kinds of threats do seem to be working, at least for now. What's the difference? Why was the press so much more robust in the 1970s than the prestige press seems to be in the 2020s?

Baron: Well, I don't know if it was more robust. Certainly, in the case of The Washington Post, they resisted. And I wish that Jeff Bezos would do the same. As I said, I think the news department continues to operate independently, and it's doing a great job, an admirable job of investigating what's happening in this administration. And yet he has sought to repair his relationship with Trump by doing all sorts of things, the first one being killing an endorsement of Kamala Harris and then, of course, donating to the inauguration, appearing at the inauguration, Amazon agreeing to a contract to buy the rights to a Melania Trump documentary about her own life for an extraordinary sum of money, and then Amazon agreeing to buy the rights to The Apprentice.

I think what's different now is, well, you don't have a Congress that's doing its job. I mean, at the time of Watergate, you actually had some confidence that the other pillars of government would stand up, would hold up. And in the case of Watergate, you had a Congress that conducted an investigation that obtained internal tapes, and that made all the difference in the world. And now you have a president who has control of both houses of Congress, and you have a Congress, a Republican Party, that is a completely servile.

Frum: Mm-hmm. Is there something different about the media institutions themselves? Have they changed in some way, as compared to what they were half a century ago?

Baron: Good question. Look--in the past, I think sometimes we romanticized what the media was like. Keep in mind: We used to have incredibly wealthy owners of media, people like Hearst, who often collaborated with government and abused their power.

I mean, the Chandler family, you know, remade Los Angeles, brought water from the Owens Valley in the north down to L.A. to essentially enrich themselves. So I think we romanticize what media ownership was in the past. I think that now, you know, a lot of media--big, institutional media--is owned by, first of all, very wealthy people who have other very substantial commercial interests.

And you have, also, these parent companies, which have other substantial commercial interests. And they're highly dependent on the federal government, and the federal government has probably more power today than it had back in the previous years, previous decades.

Frum: One reason it seems to me that media institutions are weaker in the 2020s was because they went through a self-imposed spasm of self-cannibalization in the late 2010s, culminating in the events of 2020. The most famous example of this is the forced resignation of James Bennett from The New York Times op-ed page for the sin of running an op-ed that some of the staffers thought was too interesting. They claimed that the op-ed would lead to violence, which was, on its face and certainly by the result, a false claim.

But Bennett was forced out, and other institutions saw these kind of little staff mutinies. You experienced many at The Washington Post, and the hypothesis is: Was there some kind of weakening of the sinew, some kind of weakening of the courage, some kind of weakening of the solidarity between staff and leadership at the institution that happened between 2015, culminating in 2020? And is that in any way responsible for the weakness of institutions today?

Baron: Well, I don't disagree with you that there has been a certain ideological rigidity within newsrooms and unwillingness to recognize nuance, a tendency on the part of, particularly, the younger generation, I think, to divide the world into victims and victimizers, oppressors and the oppressed, and basically see the world without a nuance, see it through sort of a binary separation. I think that what that has done--I don't know that it has weakened. Certainly, there have been rebellions within newsrooms. I did experience that due to my efforts to try to enforce social-media guidelines, for example, and then, also, in reaction to the George Floyd killing, the demand for greater diversity in the newsroom and in leadership.

But I think that the unwillingness to sort of recognize nuances has hurt our credibility with the general public. That's where I think it's done real damage, is that it has contributed to the decline in confidence in major news institutions. And that's a perilous place to be.

Frum: You know, diversity is a complex concept with many different meanings, and I think what it can sometimes mean and has sometimes meant for many institutions is that while the staff become more diverse in a series of biographical attributes, they become more monolithic in the way they think and more different from the people to whom they want to deliver their product.

So if you've got a newsroom that is all full of--from every background, every climb, but--all graduates of certain four-year institutions with certain common outlooks, and the readership doesn't meet those qualifications. I mean, they may, you know, have different biographies, but they have similar outlooks, and it's one that puts them increasingly at odds with who their consumers are, in a way that just wasn't the case when you went to a newspaper from high school, not from college.

Baron: I think that's true. I think that we do not have a certain level of diversity that we should have. It's people from a lot of different backgrounds, people who didn't go to all the same sorts of schools.

I certainly didn't, by the way. I did not go to an Ivy League school, and I grew up in Florida and not in the Washington area. And I just ended up there because I was approached about taking on the editorship of The Washington Post, which was a surprise to me. So I've always seen Washington as a bit of a bubble, and I think it is.

Look--we did work when I was at the Post to increase the diversity, in and in respects other than demographic. We tried to hire more military veterans. We thought that was important. The country had been at war for so many years, and yet we had very few military veterans in our newsroom. We needed more. We hired people who came from evangelical Christian colleges. I thought that was really important, given the importance of religion in this country, and particularly evangelicalism in this country. And to try to get more people from working-class backgrounds as well. And we need to do more of that. There's no question. I think there are a lot of people in the newsroom who don't understand the struggles and lives of ordinary people in the middle of the country, and we need to work harder at that. There's no question about that.

Frum: One thing I think that gets lost sight of--and I'm old enough to remember it, and maybe you are too--was: In the middle of 1970s, most of the people who worked for a newspaper were engaged in a form of manufacturing. The paper, yes, it was written. But after it was written, it was then composed by people who worked for the newspaper, and it was then physically printed and then physically distributed. It was a giant manufacturing enterprise, and most of the staff were blue-collar people who had nothing to do with the content of the paper and everything to do with the physical existence of the paper.

And this was brought home when my wife's stepfather created a newspaper in Toronto--which was created in the early 1970s, The Toronto Sun--which was like this. You saw it when you went to the athletic events, or the picnics, the softball games that the reporters might have had a slightly more-educated background. But most people who were there were blue-collar people when they played softball together, when they did picnics together, when they socialized together--that the newspaper affirmed its identity as part of the culture of the city, and it was a manufacturing enterprise.

Well, technology has changed that. Newspapers don't manufacture anymore. They deliver a nonphysical product. The people who produce the product are highly educated. The production staff are probably even more technically skilled than the content staff. And all of them are more and more unlike the rest of the people of the city or country in which they serve.

Baron: Well, I agree with you on that. Look--this was evident prior to Trump being elected. People have asked me what our failures were prior to Trump being elected, and I always say, It wasn't the coverage of the campaign. It was what occurred prior to that--years prior to that. It's that we didn't understand the country well enough.

We just did not understand people's struggles, their expectations, their aspirations, and we needed to do that better. And there's no question that--look: Everybody, people talk about their life experiences these days, but everybody's life experiences, by definition, are narrow. It's just them. Our job as journalists is to get outside of our life experience and understand the life, the experiences of other people. And we need more people in our newsrooms who come from a variety of different backgrounds. And I think we should get to work doing that.

Frum: A point I made in my first Trump book about this is a way of driving it home. So the great opioid toll begins in 2014. By 2016, it's killing more Americans than Vietnam. I went to The New York Times search engine and typed in, for the year from January 1, 2016, to the end of 2016, the two words opioid and transgender. And I don't want to derogate from the importance of any issue. If I remember right, there were, like, 80 or a hundred times more stories about transgender issues in The New York Times in 2016 than there were about the opioid epidemic. Now, that would change the following year, but it just marked that something could be happening in Pennsylvania and New Hampshire in 2014, 2015, and 2016, and it was invisible to the people who produced the country's most elite newspapers.

And one of Trump's secret weapons in the campaign of 2016 was he would campaign in these places and just say the word opioid. He had no plan. He had no concept. And indeed, the problem would continue to get dramatically worse under his presidency, but at least he knew it was there, which other people seem not to know.

Baron: That's a very interesting data point, that research that you did. And I think it does highlight just how sorely disconnected we are from so much of what is happening in the country, and I think that's something that definitely needs to be corrected, and corrected quickly. It's cause for a lot of self-reflection on the part of all of us who are in the media, and we need to make sure that that doesn't continue.

Frum: As we talk about media, of course, people of a certain generation have an idea of what media is, and we often have a way of using that phrase to mean institutions that were important in 1972--The Washington Post, The New York Times, CBS News. And it's a little hard to absorb that everybody who has one of these devices, which everybody has, can communicate instantly any image or any language to anybody on the planet on a scale that would've staggered the editors of The Washington Post in 1972, or even the CBS Evening News.

And I suppose one of the questions we have to think more philosophically about is: What is media in the 2020s? I mean, TikTok shapes more minds than The New York Times, and Joe Rogan has a bigger audience than 60 Minutes. And we have a kind of anti-media that creates relationships with its consumers by presenting itself as non-media, by attacking the institutions that were important in 1972 but that are themselves also forms of media, obviously, and that are different from the traditional institutions only in that they seem to have no code of conduct, no code of ethics whatsoever.

Baron: Well, clearly the definition of media has expanded tremendously. We've seen a radical change in the kind of media there is, and a radical change in the way that media is consumed.

And a lot of the new media is communicating with a level of authenticity--or at least perceived authenticity--that institutional media has been unable to deliver. We in the traditional media have always focused on our authority, the reporting that we do, the verification process--all of which, of course, is essential and core to who we are and what we ought to be doing, what our mission is. At the same time, we are not communicating the same level of authenticity that a lot of the new media are. And because we don't do that, because we don't communicate authenticity, we're not getting credit for the authority that we have. And people who do communicate authentically, or perceived authentically--a lot of the new media--they're being given credit for authority that frequently they don't deserve. Not always. There are people who are quite capable who are doing that, but a lot of them don't deserve the authority.

And look--this is a huge challenge. I mean, it's an opportunity, of course, to reach more people. But it is a huge challenge to traditional news institutions, and that's one that we clearly have to confront and we have to change.

Frum: Well, you're very polite about it when you call it authenticity. I think one of the lessons I think from a media-business point of view: The media of the 1970s ignored large parts of demand. It turns out, there's a much bigger demand for virulent anti-Semitism in America than anyone in 1975 thought there was. There's much more demand for crackpot medical advice than people used to think.

And in 1975, if you'd said to The New York Times or The Washington Post or CBS, You know, you could make more money by serving the anti-Semitic market or the medical crackpot market, they would say, You know what? We're making enough money. Thanks, but no thanks. We don't need to tell people the polio vaccine is no good. But people, entrepreneurs have discovered there is a big market for anti-Semitism. There is a big market for The polio vaccine is no good, and you can get very rich--or at least selected individuals can--meeting that demand, which is not infinite but large. And we are in a world that is, you know--the price of the internet may be the return of infectious diseases that had been banished in 1998.

Baron: Look--they are an enormous number of bad actors. By using the word authenticity, I don't suggest that many of them aren't bad actors. There are good actors too. There are people who are doing really good work. And I think there's a reason you have a podcast, that you developed a podcast because you saw it as a better way of communicating with people or, at least potentially, a more-effective way of communicating with people. And there are a lot of other people who are doing that as well.

So I don't want to discredit everybody who's in new media, because they don't deserve to be discredited, because many of them are quite good. But there are a lot of bad actors in spreading crazy conspiracy theories and a lot of hate. And that is the nature of the internet these days, is that it allows for that because it's a highly fragmented market, and people are going to exploit that fragmented market for their own personal, professional, political, or commercial gain.

And that's exactly what's happening. I would say, however, that traditional media is not irrelevant, as is often claimed by people in that new-media field, by a lot of our politicians today, including Trump and Musk and whoever. The reality is that we remain relevant. There's a reason why Trump is completely obsessed with traditional media. He would not be obsessed with traditional media if it were irrelevant; that would be insane. And by the way, when Elon Musk just recently stepped away from the White House, who did he give interviews to? Amazingly, traditional media, the very media that he had denigrated all along.

Frum: How should we think about what is and what isn't media? A person offering makeup advice on TikTok to a million viewers, is that media? I don't know anymore.

Baron: Yeah, it's media. I mean, I think it is media--media writ large. Absolutely. People who are on TikTok are having an enormous impact. I mean, people are forming their opinions of what's happening, let's say in the Middle East, based on a 15-second TikTok. They think they know everything based on the 15 seconds that they saw on TikTok. Now, that is appalling, of course. Anytime you're dealing with a complex subject, like the Middle East, which has centuries of history behind it, you don't want to think that you've absorbed everything you need to know based on something you saw in 15 seconds on TikTok. But there's no question. That's media. That is how people are receiving their information, like it or not.

Frum: Let me offer you a last question, some advice for the viewers: How does one become a better consumer of media content in this day and age? Are there any guidelines or advice you can offer to the viewer who is not selling makeup tips to a million people, but who has a phone, uses it, looks at it. How do we use this incredible new device, this incredible new power, responsibly and effectively to live better and more informed lives as citizens and individuals?

Baron: Well, look. I mean, one of the biggest challenges today, a huge challenge and problem for us, is that we can't agree on a common set of facts. We can't even agree on how to determine what a fact is. All of the things that we've used in the past--education, experience, expertise, and actual evidence--have all been discredited. Not discredited, but denied and dismissed and denigrated.

I think that consumers should be looking at that. They ought to be looking: Does this person actually have an education in the field? Does this person have experience in the field? Does this person have expertise? Is there actual evidence? Can I see the evidence? Who is behind this? Use your critical faculties to judge the quality of information and the quality of the people who are disseminating that information, and determine whether in the past you've relied on them.

I mean, one of the interesting things about traditional media is that when there's a natural disaster, guess where people turn? They turn to traditional media. They don't turn to some of these fringe outfits to tell them where the hurricane's going to hit and what they ought to be doing, or where the tornado is, or anything like that, or where the flooding is going to be. They turn, typically, to traditional media because, look--there's a reserve of confidence in them because they know that they're going to get accurate information. And so I think consumers of information need to look for that education, expertise, experience. And what is the evidence that they are providing? Are you just relying on your beliefs, or are you confusing your beliefs with actual facts?

Frum: Maybe the good news or the bad news of the same, which is we all have many more opportunities, but we're all going to have to work a lot harder to make sure that we are accurately and truthfully informed. And while it's never been easier if you have some medical symptom--never been easier to find out for yourself what that probably is--it's also never been easier to be deceived by people who, for reasons of gain or sociopathy, want to make you sicker or want to deny you the medicine you really need.

And so we have seen the decline in vaccinations. It's still more than 90 percent that are properly vaccinated. So nine out of 10 people are doing the right thing. But five or eight out of 100 are doing the wrong thing, and they pose risks not only to their own children, but to everybody's children.

Baron: And I think the consumers of information have to work harder, but also, those of us who are delivering information have to work harder to show people our work, to show people why they should believe us--not just to tell them what's happening but to show them the work that we've done, the evidence that we're relying upon. Be as transparent as possible, communicate more effectively, and make sure that we're covering the entirety of our communities and our society and our country, and do a better job of that.

Frum: Marty, thank you so much for your time. Thank you for your candid memoir--it's going to be an important resource for anyone who wants to understand the Trump era, and also the transformation of media under new kinds of ownership, and, above all, your extraordinarily important institution, The Washington Post, which you led to such heights, and which we hope is able to retain at least most of the glory that you delivered for it.

Baron: Thank you, David. I appreciate it.

Frum: Thank you. Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Marty Baron for joining me today. If you appreciate this dialogue and the others like it, I hope you will subscribe to this podcast on whatever platform you use. I hope you'll also consider subscribing to The Atlantic, in print or in text form. That is how we under support all the work of this podcast of myself and of all my Atlantic colleagues.

As we wrap up this all-media day today, I want to delve into one final topic, and that is: the way this scandal, this outrage, this outcry that has been womped up about the age of former President Joe Biden.

Everyone saw the debate that President Biden had obviously become infirm, and now there is a lot of accusation that this was somehow covered up or neglected, and that not only were the people around President Biden culpable, but that somehow the press was implicated, too, in its failure to address the question sufficiently and in time. This strikes me as something with a kernel of truth to it, but more distraction and misleading than truth. And let me explain what I mean.

Now, I'm proud to say that The Atlantic was early and direct on the Biden age story. We ran a piece in June of 2022 by my Atlantic colleague Mark Leibovich saying Biden was too old and should not run again. Had Leibovich's advice been followed, history would've taken a very different course. And I think you'll find many other examples in many other places--Olivia Nuzzi at New York Magazine--of people who brought attention to the President Biden's gathering infirmity.

Obviously, there were people around him who tried to put the best face on the president's health. That's always true. President Kennedy was much sicker than anybody knew at the time when he was president in the early '60s, when he seemed to be a model of physical fitness. President Eisenhower, the severity of his heart attacks--again, that was not known to people at the time. The full seriousness of the assassination attempt on President Ronald Reagan in 1981--his recovery, it was much more touch and go than people were allowed to think at the time.

People are invited to think of the president as healthier than the president often is. It is a body-killing job, and nobody comes out of it in the same shape that they went into it. And surely, the people around President Biden tried to represent him as healthier than perhaps he was, especially toward the end. And it is an important news story to cover the capability of the president. Kudos to those who dig into that topic, who separate what is true from what is rumored, and who alert people when the president isn't as capable as the president should be, or as those around him want to be.

That's a job that continues even after the presidency. As I said, with these previous presidents, the full degree of their infirmity was often not known until sometime afterwards. Woodrow Wilson was struck down by a stroke in October of 1919. Now, people understood that he was ill and was invalided, but how radically invalided he was, that was something--and he was invalid from October of 1919 until he left the presidency, in March of 1921, almost a year and a half--that was covered up by his wife and his doctor. And the full truth was not known for a long time, and that really did change the course of history.

Many of the worst acts of the Wilson presidency happened after the stroke of October 1919, and it's not clear whether Wilson approved of them, authorized them, or even was aware of them. The Palmer Raids, for example, where immigrants were rounded up and deported without much of a hearing, if any--those started in November of 1919 and were at their peak in January of 1920. Not clear that Wilson even ever knew about it. So bringing the truth retrospectively, also an important task. And I understand that journalists, when they follow these stories, can sometimes lose perspective.

You know, if the school superintendent is stealing pencils from the supply cabinet, that's probably not the most important story in the world. But the only way you're ever going to find out about it is if one person in the local paper decides that for him or for her, that story will be the most important story in the world for however long it takes to get to the bottom of it. And only a person who acts as if the superintendent stealing the pencils is the most important story in the world will bring the story to light at all and give it whatever attention it deserves. So their tunnel vision is kind of a bona fide job qualification for being a reporter.

But when you consume and read and react to news, that's where the perspective comes in. And you need to say, Okay, maybe the people around Biden did try to hush up how sick he was. And maybe not every journalist worked as hard as Mark Leibovich to get the truth. Not every journalist worked as hard as Olivia Nuzzi to get the truth. Not every journalist was willing to brave the blowback that Mark Leibovich and Olivia Nuzzi got for their reporting of the truth.

But how important was this story, really? And today--when there is an effort to make it seem like this is the biggest scandal in American history, or at least the biggest scandal going today--at a time when the present president is pillaging billions of dollars, the story now that is the overwhelming story here in Washington is corruption on a post-Soviet, postcolonial Africa scale. Billions of dollars going into and affecting everything, every decision that this administration makes, from pardons to foreign policy. That's the story. Everything else, also interesting. But don't oversell it, and don't overbuy it.

Thanks very much. I hope to see you next week here on The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a Memorial Day message about corruption and extortion in the Trump White House, including revelations about meme-coin pay-to-play schemes and foreign-financed golf courses.

Then David is joined by his Atlantic colleague George Packer to discuss Packer's new profile of Vice President J. D. Vance. They examine Vance's sharp political turn from thoughtful memoirist to contemptuous shape-shifter, and debate whether Vance believes what he says or just knows what power demands.

David closes the episode with a reflection on Edward Luce's new biography of Zbigniew Brzezinski and what Brzezinski's legacy says about American power today.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 8 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be George Packer, an Atlantic colleague and author of an incisive new profile of Vice President J. D. Vance, "The Talented Mr. Vance."

At the end of the program, I'm going to discuss a little bit--I have some thoughts about an important new book, a biography of former National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski by Ed Luce, a columnist for the Financial Times.

But first, let me offer some thoughts on the week just passed. I record this discussion on Memorial Day 2025, the day when Americans honor those who have served America to the utmost of human capability by laying down their lives for their country. It seems a fitting occasion to try to address the monstrous display of self-service we have seen in the past days from the Trump administration, this staggeringly corrupt administration--not just the most corrupt administration in American history, but one of the most corrupt administrations in any democratic country ever.

Two things just from the week's docket. This past week, President Trump hosted a dinner for more than 200 people who were invited to dinner with the president of the United States because they had purchased souvenir meme coins directly from his company. They paid millions of dollars. Many of them were foreign nationals. We don't know their names, because those have not been disclosed, but they directly bought access to the president of the United States by putting money into the hands of his own company in exchange, really, for nothing because these are just souvenir meme coins. They're not worth anything. And everyone who's invested in them has lost money because they devalue once you've had your access to the president. Maybe you're investing in the hope of continued future access to the president, but they have no function, no purpose, no value. They're just ways for people who want access to buy it, and buy it directly from the president himself and his family and his companies.

The same week, The New York Times obtained a copy of a letter from inside the Vietnamese government explaining why they were bending their own laws to make possible a golf course--a Trump golf course--in Vietnam, which the Vietnamese government is largely financing, and for which it's providing land and other services. The letter explained that the golf-course project was, quote, "receiving special attention from the Trump administration and President Trump personally."

Since Donald Trump became president, billions of dollars have flowed from Americans and from people worldwide into his pocket--billions of dollars. And the largest share of those billions of dollars has been from his meme-coin business. Some estimate that the president has more than doubled his net worth just since January, all because of these direct payments to him and, of course, these golf courses that he's opening in the Persian Gulf and in Vietnam, often financed by the host governments looking to achieve Donald Trump's failure. Sorry--looking to achieve his favor. The projects may be failures, but the favor is real.

Now, some trying to explain what is happening invoke comparisons from American history: Watergate; Teapot Dome, a great scandal of the 1920s; if you're very historically minded, you may mention the scandals around the Ulysses Grant administration. But all of that falls so far short of the truth, as to create and enter this world of mind-bending alternatives. Donald Trump's corruption cannot be compared to anything in American history.

I have an article this week in The Atlantic that goes into some of the details, but just to refresh memory: In the Watergate scandal, President Nixon was trying to place bugs or get some information from inside the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee. He used campaign funds to hire burglars to break into the premises and do their mischief. And then when they were caught, he organized further government funds and--sorry; not government funds, further campaign funds--to try to buy the burglars' silence and to use government power to cover it up.

It's a big, big, serious scandal. But Nixon was not doing any of this to enrich himself. He was doing it to compete and win in a presidential election in a way that was beyond the rules. That was illegal but was not motivated by his personal appetite for wealth and position. Teapot Dome, which was a scandal in the 1920s, involved people in the Harding administration--not President Harding himself--accepting bribes to open government oil reserves to private exploration. And the Grant administration was riddled with all kinds of scandals: people cheating on excise taxes on whiskey, speculating on gold and silver and paper money.

But again, President Grant, although he was protective of the people in his administration who did these wrong things, he himself was completely uncontaminated, as was, as far as anybody knows, President Harding in Teapot Dome. Nixon was contaminated, but he was not taking money. He was using campaign funds to support his reelection in a dishonest and illegal way.

What is happening with Donald Trump cannot be compared. The scale of the self-enrichment--billions of dollars flowing to the president and his family, not just from American donors, which would be shocking enough, but from people all over the world--this can't be compared to anything in American history. It's more like something from a post-Soviet republic or a post-colonial African state. It is a scale--in terms of the money being diverted to the president, it's on a scale as big as anything the world has seen in the modern era.

You might call it bribery. Except there's something about the word bribery that conjures up the image that the bribe taker is kind of passive: A bribe taker is in office doing some function, and then there's a rap on the bribe taker's door, and there's the briber offering a bribe to pervert the bribe taker from the bribe taker's proper, official duty.

What's going on in the Trump administration is not so passive as that. It looks like Donald Trump is taking the initiative. The Vietnamese were not urging the Trump family, Please, please, please accept a golf course from us. Donald Trump was squeezing them, as they wrote in writing, in a letter published by The New York Times--Donald Trump was squeezing them--to approve his golf course. It wasn't someone else who said to Donald Trump, Here. Please, take our money. He invented the meme coin--or he and his confederates invented the meme coin--that offered a way for people to seek his favor.

And to back all of this up, at the same time as he was selling these meme coins, his administration has undertaken a series of arbitrary and punitive executive actions that threaten people, If you don't get in my good graces, bad things will happen to you. As a law firm, you will be punished in various ways unless you submit to me. As a private university, you'll be subject to personal reactions that we'll single out a university, and we will say you can't have foreign visa holders. He has attacked other kinds of businesses and institutions. He's got this whole tariff schedule that allows him to retaliate against businesses that incur his disfavor. There's one tariff for Apple. There's a different tariff for other people. There's one tariff for businesses in one set of countries, different tariffs in other countries. And the tariffs, of course, can be laid on and alleviated, laid on again, and alleviated according to his personal whim.

This isn't bribery. This is extortion. This isn't centering the bribe taker as the target of someone else's action, but as actually the architect and author of the scheme. And what we're seeing here is extortion on a kind of scale, again, unlike anything in American history: billions of dollars from people who are seeking favor, seeking to protect themselves from disfavor, and finding ways--not finding ways, being offered by the president and his family ways to buy the favor of the president and his family.

If the president likes you--if you're a candidate for mayor of New York and the president likes you--you get pardoned for your crimes. If you're a candidate for the mayor of New York and the president doesn't like you, he opens an investigation into you. As the president of South Africa said when Donald Trump was lecturing him, "I wish I had a plane to give you." Because, of course, if you give the president a plane, there's no limit to what you can get.

It's hard for Americans to wrap their minds around the idea that this country is not an example to others--a positive example--that its institutions are not somehow robust, that everything won't be all right. But what we are watching here is an attack on all of those foundational premises of American life. This is a scene not out of American history; it is an orgy of extortion and corruption unlike anything I've ever seen before in this country, and only comparable to things seen in the countries of the world that Donald Trump once called "shitholes." Why are shithole country shitholes? Not because they're poor, but because the authorities are not responsive to the people. The authorities are perverted from their duty and use that perversion as an opportunity for self-enrichment and aggression to the detriment of their own societies.

It's on this day when we ought to honor everything that is good, we ought, also, to hold the measure in our minds of what is happening that is wrong, and not accept easy excuses and not shrug it off and not allow ourselves to find some kind of consolation, that maybe there's something in the 1870s that is like this. There is nothing in American history that is like this, ever. And if we absorb that knowledge and if we feel it, and if we feel the proper shame and anger, only then will we be in position to take the corrective action that your national duty calls upon you. So much was asked from others on this Memorial Day. That's what's asked from you on this Memorial Day.

And now my dialogue with George Packer. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I'm so glad and grateful to welcome my old, dear friend George Packer to The David Frum Show. George is a writer who braves the darkest and most dangerous places, beginning with his observations as a Peace Corps volunteer in West Africa in the 1980s. His book The Assassins' Gate is a wise, humane, and chastened account of the American experience in Iraq.

It was followed by The Unwinding, which told the story of the Great Recession and its aftermath, jump cutting from the lives of the casualties of the Great Recession to the men and women in the halls of power. George's biography of Richard Holbrooke, Our Man, is a subtle, often hilarious, study of great power in the hands of not necessarily quite so great power holders.

I've known George since the fall of 1978, when he was the bright, shining star of a freshman seminar at Yale University. I'm proud and grateful now to call him a colleague at The Atlantic. We will discuss today his most recent piece for The Atlantic, a profile of Vice President J. D. Vance, "The Talented Mr. Vance."

George, welcome to the program.

George Packer: David, it's great to be with you, and I'm thrilled that you've got a show of your own, which you've sort of been preparing for all the years I've known you.

Frum: Thank you. Let me test a thesis on you. Donald Trump is, perhaps, not that interesting a human being. I mean, obviously, it's a hugely consequential presidency, shocking in its effects on the United States and the world. And understanding why Donald Trump is doing what he's doing, that's important and necessary. But as a person, there doesn't seem to be much in there. He's like some beast, some crocodile: He eats. He dominates. He hurts. He's an adaptive predator, but his interior story is not that interesting.

Great villains require more of a backstory, more interiority, more rise and fall. And--let me keep testing this--J. D. Vance has that backstory. You know, the greatest of all literary villains is John Milton's Lucifer, who starts as the brightest of the angels and then has the steepest fall. Maybe there's something kind of Luciferian about J. D. Vance. I mean, he's someone--we know this from his own words--that he knows the difference between right and wrong. He saw Donald Trump as wrong. He became one of the most eloquent critics of the wrongness of Donald Trump. And then when opportunity beckoned, he chose wrong. He chose wrong, fully knowing what he was doing, aware of its consequences. He took a long time. He brooded over the decision, and then he made the choice. It's epic. It's literary. It's Luciferian. And it's more interesting than the crocodile that simply bites children and drags them under the Nile and drowns them for fun.

Packer: Lucifer's strong, David. That's a tough one to embrace. But I was with you most of the way, and here's why: You're right about Trump--completely right. Crocodile is the perfect analogy, and Vance is a far more interesting creature because of his life story. He came from nowhere and from a lot of deprivation and abuse. Because of his talent, because he's thrived in so many different environments--whether it was the Marine Corps in Iraq, or Yale Law School, or the world of Silicon Valley investors, or the world of the far-right MAGA politics--he's risen through all of those.

And so he is sensitive. He is empathetic. He is capable of self-criticism and self-reflection. Just pick up Hillbilly Elegy and open it anywhere, and you find this voice of someone who you want to talk to and who perhaps could have been a writer, because of that ability to think about himself and the world in ways that are surprising, complex, and, above all, honest. There's none of that skimming and shining the surface a little bit that so many public figures do when they write a book.

He was not a public figure when he wrote it, a bit like Barack Obama with Dreams From My Father. He was not a public figure when he wrote that, and it's a far better book than anything Obama has written since then. And I don't expect J. D. Vance to write a better book than Hillbilly Elegy at this point.

Where I might disagree, or at least question, the Lucifer thesis a bit is: I am not certain that he knows that he chose wrong. I'm not sure about that. I think he convinced himself, because it's very hard to live with yourself if you know you've chosen wrong. Just day after day, it's hard to live with yourself. I think he convinced himself sometime after 2016--when Hillbilly Elegy became a sensation and Trump won the presidency, he convinced himself--that what his people, the working-class people, especially the white working-class people of the Rust Belt, needed was Trump's policies. And from there, it was another step to Trump's manner, to Trump's rhetoric, to Trump's whole thing.

And so I think at some point, he decided, Those Yale Law School people, those FrumForum people, those moderate conservatives have no real interest in my people. And in fact, their policies have hurt them, and so I'm going to go all in with Trump. It just so happened that that coincided with the path to power because it was the only way a Republican was going to rise at that point, was to go along with Trump. So I think he persuaded himself he was doing the right thing, even though he was so blatantly betraying just about everything that he had written in Hillbilly Elegy.

Frum: You allude to my own personal history with J. D. Vance in our days together from FrumForum, a website I ran from 2009 to 2012. But before I get to that, let me just pick up on your answer with a reference to the title of your story. The story is called "The Talented Mr. Vance," which is a reference to a novel, The Talented Mr. Ripley, about a sociopathic killer who has no interior life at all, who simply adapts himself, sequentially becoming one person after another with nothing on the inside. That play on words in the title, is that supposed to tell us your idea about who J. D. Vance is?

Packer: Again, I can't read the book--and even more than that, listen to him talk about the book as he did a lot back in 2016, 2017--without feeling that there is a thoughtful, decent, reflective man inside this sort of unformed, not-quite-there 30-year-old who had suddenly jumped onto the scene. I can't help thinking that he was not a hollow man, that he had gifts--not just the gifts of rhetoric and intellect and appetite for power, which clearly he has and had--but gifts of thought and moral reasoning. And so in that sense, even though that title was very clever--wasn't mine, but I salute whoever came up with it as having put a clever title on the piece, because there is something about Vance that makes you think, Is there anyone there? He seems able to move from A to Z without blinking.

Nonetheless, I think maybe compared to the original, there's more there. And that, too, makes him interesting. And I think you mentioned this, maybe--I don't know: There's a Nixonian comparison to be made. There's a comparison to a man who came out of nowhere with a very rough upbringing and a grievance, a sense of having been wronged, who had tremendous talent and intellect, and could have risen to greatness, and then also chose wrong. So of all the figures from our lives, David, that I would analogize him to, it would be Nixon.

Frum: George, your reference to J. D. Vance and his attitude toward "my people" summons to mind a story. I didn't spend a lot of time close-up to President Obama, but I had one occasion to have a close-up view of him when he came as near to losing his cool as I can imagine Barack Obama ever came. We were in a group of writers, and one of the writers arraigned President Obama for not doing enough for Black America. And Obama, he just seemed to tighten up, and he explained, I'm not president of Black America. I'm president of all of America. And he said, in fact, They're all my people. And that's the attitude we hope to see from the leaders of the nation: however the route you took to power, that when you get there, you get this wider view. That doesn't seem to have happened to Vance at all.

Packer: Vance does not see himself as the vice president of all Americans, and he behaves as if he's the vice president of MAGA and of, quote, "his people."

But "his people" is--I think it's become a very instrumental term for him because anything can be justified in the name of the mistreated working class of America, any policy, any lie--for example, the lie about Haitian immigrants eating cats and dogs in Springfield, Ohio. He was called out on that because he had to admit that he had made up the story, or the story had been made up and he had amplified it. But when he was called out, he said, I'll do anything to get the media to pay attention to the suffering of--he didn't put it this way, but--my people. In other words, I can lie. I can justify cutting off aid to Ukraine and anything else you'd like, in the name of where I come from.

It reminds me of his speech at the Republican convention, where he made a point--something I've never heard an American politician at that level say--which was: We're really not so much about ideas, or not only about ideas. The great principles of the founding documents were about a home and a place you're willing to defend. And he began to talk about the cemetery in eastern Kentucky where his ancestors are buried, and where he hopes to be buried, and he hopes his kids will be buried. It was a little bit of a disturbing image to me. That's America. So, It's soil. In fact, it's blood and soil. And now we're nowhere near liberal democracy. We're in another place. And so I think however much he believes in that, that is where J. D. Vance has gone. And it makes him not the vice president of America, because to be the vice president of America, you have to believe that those ideas are vital and foundational and for all of us.

Instead, it's class war. And he once said, Everything makes sense when you realize that culture war is class war, meaning: All the culture-war issues that he has been using in the last few years to rise in power, he turns into class war against the elites and is therefore, in his own mind, justified in using them.

Frum: To what class does he think Peter Thiel and Elon Musk belong? Because he works for them as much or more than he works for anybody in Ohio.

Packer: Yeah, he has swapped one set of elites for another, and in that sense, there is a kind of "Talented Mr. Vance" quality because he had to be, in a sense, civilized by Yale Law School. And he writes about this quite candidly in Hillbilly Elegy, partly with the help of his then-girlfriend, now-wife, Usha. He had to learn the ways of the Ivy League. He had to learn how to use the silverware at a dinner party. He had to learn that when someone asks whether you want white wine, you then have to figure out which kind of white wine you want.

All of that took a toll, I think, but he did it brilliantly. Then he abandoned that elite, the meritocratic elite--the Ivy League elite--for a different elite. He swapped one for another. And as you say, David, the new elite that he's part of--and they are an elite--is the elite of the far right who are billionaire tech investors and entrepreneurs and media figures: Tucker Carlson, Elon Musk, Peter Thiel, Donald Trump Jr. Those are his patrons now. Those are his friends. And so it's a bit rich to say, Yeah, we're fighting on behalf of my people against the elites. 

Frum: Yeah. It's a funny construction of social class when you say that the real elite are people who say, I have read some books, not people who say, I have some billions of dollars.

One of the things that makes you the great writer that you are is your wide human sympathy, your ability to go into all kinds of situations and see people, both what they are and what they could be. And that's your genius as a writer. And my limit as a writer is that I don't have that, and I take just darker views of why people do the things they do.

So I was present at the creation of Hillbilly Elegy. I met J. D. Vance--I think it was maybe the summer before he started Yale Law School, or the summer after his first year at Yale Law School, and he began submitting articles to my website. We had lunch in Washington, D.C. I got to know him. He came to my house a few times, sometimes with his wife, sometimes not. And I wouldn't say we were exactly friends, but we were friendly. And I thought I knew him, and when the book was in the genesis stage, he originally sounded me out on: What did I think of the idea?

And the idea was, he wanted to do a book about practical solutions to the problems of poverty in white, rural America. And this is--the FrumForum website was very technocratic, very solutions oriented. I thought this was a fantastic idea. It's a fantastic idea, and I encouraged him and promoted it and urged him to go forward with it. Along the way, another of his mentors at the time, Amy Chua, said, This book would be even better if you wrote a short, personal introduction describing who you are and how you fit into all these solutions you're about to offer. And then this package fell into the hands of a genius editor, Eric Nelson, who's also the editor of my Trump books. And Eric said, Fine. Let's take those two pages. That's the book. Let's throw away all the rest, because no one's going to read that. 

And look--from a literary point of view, yes; from a commercial point of view, yes. But you know what, I think? I think he couldn't write the other book. I think he actually didn't have any ideas about what to do for Ohio and rural America, and that he went into the personal end into the story then with the grievances a minor theme, later to the grievances--because when you say, Okay, well how do we get them better internet? If we can't bring jobs to them anymore, maybe we should encourage, you know--find ways that the federal government can help people to move to where the jobs are. People--you know, as our colleague Yoni Applebaum [writes in] his new book out--people move less. But all the things using the mechanics of government and public-private investment to help people.

And he came to that point in the project and was just rendered mute because it wasn't the way his mind worked. It wasn't the way his nature was. It wasn't what he was interested in. And so he doesn't want to help his people; he just wants to use his people. Where his heart is--you know, he now claims to be a Christian and a Catholic. But as the holy book that he claims to believe in says, "Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also," and his treasure is with Elon Musk and Peter Thiel, not with the people back in Ohio.

Packer: Mm-hmm. Yeah. Well, I wasn't there at the creation, so I didn't have that that moment of revelation that you did when you realized, No, he actually can't write this book, whether it's because he doesn't have the answers or doesn't care enough about the answers, or there are no answers. It's a pretty compelling insight into him. I don't know. I honestly don't know.

As I said earlier, David, I think he thinks that tariffs; and mass deportation; and telling the Supreme Court, The Chief Justice has made his decision. Now let him enforce it; and deification, as he wants to put it, of the civil service; and all of the destructive (really, the nihilistic) policies that MAGA at least claims to be for--I think he really does believe that those are somehow in the interest of his people. Are they? I don't think so. In fact, I could go through each one of those and say why it's not going to work or it has nothing to do with his people.

And the proof of that is: well, look at the bill that is slowly limping its way through Congress. What does that bill have to do with the interests of the son or the daughter of a waitress and a laid-off steel worker? Almost nothing. It has a lot to do with the interests of Elon Musk. And J. D. Vance will say anything at this point to let Donald Trump know, I no longer think you're cultural heroin, as he wrote in The Atlantic. I no longer think you might be America's Hitler, as he wrote in a private message. I think you're the greatest president in history. He has to prove his loyalty every day in order to have a shot at the next level. Because all Trump cares about is loyalty, and even that, he doesn't care all that much about, because he'll certainly cast you aside if you're no longer useful to him.

And so he's going to go to bat for every one of these policies, and he's going to do it, in his own mind, in the name of his people because it gives him a sense, I think, of moral purpose, of political destiny. And his trajectory is--it's fascinating. As I wrote in my piece--and I'm getting a bit away, now, from what you just said, but--he has been there at every interesting moment of the American story in the past 25 years.

And in a sense, at every step that he has risen, America has declined a little more. His rise coincides with our decline, and in a way is an emblem of our decline. Because why does he say the things he does and has been saying since 2021 or 2020? Because that is what his political movement requires. It requires him not to be, as you said, vice president of all America. It requires him to actually be actively hostile to a lot of America, to target them, to speak ill of whole groups, large groups. So that's in a sense, in order to succeed in the political world, the culture we live in, he had to become the figure that he is. And whether or not there was anything authentic in that conversion, whether or not he is a deeply believing Catholic or has used Catholicism in a way to get bona fides with a certain kind of intellectual, conservative movement. I don't know. I just can't say.

Frum: Yeah, let me ask you one more. I mean, in the end, you say in the piece that what we pretend to be is what we become. And there are very few consistent phonies or self-conscious phonies because it's too hard. But to a point about who he is and how real it is, you wrote your own origin story, Blood of the Liberals--and it's a very powerful and beautiful book, and it's about the coming together of, among other things, two different lines of American life, your father's line and your mother's line. Very, very different stories of very different kinds of people, and they produce you. And probably almost every American can say the same thing. You know, On the one hand, I'm this. On the other hand, I'm that.

So when Vance gave that "blood and soil" speech about seven generations of Vances buried in this cemetery and, I hope my kids will be there, the little bell didn't ring. Well, that's true of one side of your children's life. But the other side is not seven generations of Americans. There's seven generations somewhere--everyone has seven generations somewhere--but they came here, they're new, and they're part of the American story too. And do you not honor your wife's place in the American story? And do you dishonor, therefore, half of your children's existence? That only one side of their family story deserves to be told?

And if writing the newcomer out of the American story is un-American, there's something even more strange, unfatherly, about writing your children's mother out of your children's life story.

Packer: Mm-hmm.

So there was a moment when his wife was introducing him at the convention, and she mentioned that she had taught him to make vegetarian Indian cuisine, and there was a sort of gasp or unsettled murmur in the crowd. That did not go over well with the delegates at the Republican convention.

What I've read and heard is that his children are being raised with both Catholic and Hindu traditions, that they were dressed in traditional Indian clothing when he went to India with his family and met with [Prime Minister Narendra] Modi, that, in other words, he hasn't written that out of the story. And he got married in two ceremonies: one Christian, one Hindu. So I don't know that he is unfatherly in that way. I wouldn't say that.

But I would say that we don't hear much about it, that a lot of what he says could be taken as a kind of an affront to that other side of his family and his children's family because he has nothing good to say about immigrants. Even legal immigrants, they're just not part of his vision of what makes America great. It's, What makes America great is the soil, the home, the willingness to defend the home, the ability to trace your home back a long, long way. And anyone else--including you and me, David, because we're coastal elites who despise, supposedly, the people buried in that cemetery--we are to be targeted as well. We are to be mocked and written out of the American story.

And so it's gotten narrower and narrower, that vision. Until now, it's about as narrow as a grave in an Appalachian cemetery. And it's chilling because, as you said earlier, very wisely, it should be growing with each rise to a new level of power. But that's not his America, and it may not be the America we're in right now, where a politician rises by having an embracing vision of the country.

Frum: Let me ask you one last question, then I'll lead the mic to you because I know you have some things you want to say.

Is it worthwhile, judging him at all? Are we going through a worthwhile exercise? And let me elaborate: There's a school of political science called functionalism that studies authoritarian regimes, including Nazi Germany but others too. It says it doesn't matter who these people were, what their backstory was. It only matters what they did, and the way we understand the regime they served is by looking at the regime's actions.

And one of the things I notice is--and there's a lot of chaos, of course, in the Trump administration. But as you watch who lost employment after the Signal scandal, who is being purged now from Pete Hegseth's chaotic Department of Defense, what's happening at the State Department, what's happening with the departure of a hundred professionals from the National Security Council--and each of these events has its own complex history and its own explanation, but--the net effect of them has been, as I see it, to disempower the more inherited Republican Party. And the test for that is support for Ukraine.

And [the effect is] to empower--I wouldn't call them the Vance faction, because they're not necessarily Vance's particular people, but they're--people who share his view and the Musk view and the Thiel view and the Tucker Carlson view of, America is just another predatory great power with no friends. And there are no moral constraints on American action. And by the way, if the president steals or extorts or takes bribes, that's not a problem from an American foreign-policy point of view. In fact, that's kind of a feature. That's a microcosm of the way the whole country is going to treat the rest of the world.

That's the way the administration is going. And, again, Vance doesn't exactly articulate it. I don't know that these are people who are loyal to him. I don't know how much personal say he has in saying, This person leaves the Defense Department, and this person comes in, but add it all up, and it's the administration becoming more Vance-like all the time.

And maybe the question of who he is and why he is doesn't matter very much. Maybe we just need to understand what he's doing and what is happening around him.

Packer: Well, I was interested in who he is, because I'm interested in human character, but I think if you simply are interested in the present and future of the country, of course, you're right. What matters is what they do and what they are willing to do.

That's the thing that frightens me about Vance, is not only what he's doing now--and perhaps he is having a hand in the purging of those internationalist Republicans who are the last of that dying breed in the Trump administration--but what he's willing to do, because he does seem willing to do or say a great deal that you would never have anticipated 10 years ago or even five years ago. And whether or not we should be judging him morally, he is constantly invoking morality in what he does and invoking his Catholicism in what he does.

He was in Rome just twice in the last few weeks, the first time as the last foreign leader to see Pope Francis before he died and then one of the first foreign leaders to sit down with Pope Leo. So there's a kind of moral story that he wants to tell, which is the story of the return of the oppressed. And those oppressed are not just any oppressed--they're his oppressed. But [it's] to justify, as I said earlier, almost any policy, any cruelty, any violation of, whether it's the Constitution, the law, or just decency, including sending, first, noncitizens and then possibly citizens to foreign gulags. So that's all of that somehow in the name of making this class of Americans the center of our life.

Again, once you've decided that that's your mission, then there really isn't much of a limit, because you have a moral justification in your own mind. And I do think the administration--I mean, Trump, was already there, so it's not as though Vance is pushing Trump in this direction. Vance has aligned himself with this direction and has said essentially to Trump and to the country, In four years, in three years, I will be the reincarnation. I will be the next installment of this brutal, narrow vision of what America is--this bully, great power, this Russia of the West that simply does what's in its interest and has no friends, no allies, and is just looking out for the next deal.

And that means that we will be looking at more of it in the indefinite future from the Republican side because Vance is the heir apparent, and there he will allow no daylight between himself and Trump.

Frum: There was a saying in the days of the Habsburg monarchy that ruled Austro-Hungarian [empire] from 18th, 19th century, that the Austro-Hungarian monarchy was a system of despotism mitigated by Schlamperei, which is a Viennese German word that translates as a "slovenliness," but funny, desperate, doesn't admit it. So the saving grace of Trump is always the slovenliness, the carelessness--that he has an executive order to cancel the free-trade agreement with South Korea; his top economic aide steals the executive order off his desk before he can sign it, and then he forgets all about it because he's consumed with Shark Week. I mean, it's not a very appealing escape clause, but it did provide some relief, especially in the first term. He was just so chaotic and incompetent and forgetful and didn't have object permanence.

There's no slovenliness with J. D. Vance. I mean, now, he has probably less of a connection to the actual vote. For all the talk of "my people," they probably like him a lot less than they like Donald Trump. They may do less for him. They may be less likely to turn out for them. But he is an ideologue, and he may be more than a believer. And his people serve as a justification for the ideologue. He's not actually serving them, but he's invoking them to justify what he wants to do.

He may be the most ideological person in one of the two top jobs. I'm trying to think of who would be the previous example of someone who was. I mean, Reagan was pretty Reagan ideological--

Packer: Reagan.

Frum: --but it was tempered by his good nature.

Packer: --and long experience and practicality. Yeah, pragmatism. Sure.

Yeah, I think that's right. He is an ideologue, and he reads--at least claims; his friends say. You know, in the Marine Corps, they talked about [Christopher] Hitchens and Ayn Rand and even Locke and Hobbes, and before he ditched the classical liberal writers for Tolkien and C. S. Lewis and the new right of Patrick Deneen, who he considers a kind of mentor, I think.

Yes, he's an ideologue. And what is it that motivates his ideology? I find it hard to describe it in any positive terms. I think it's motivated by the enemies who he hates. What groups are the outgroups? What groups need to be punished because they have somehow betrayed America, whether it's Harvard or Paul, Weiss law firm or the bureaucracy in Washington.

And so there is that kind of malignant impulse to hurt, to punish, that seems to drive him more than any shining vision. And that's always been true of Trump at the moments when he is capable of articulating anything. Vance articulates it all the time because he is disciplined and intelligent and hardworking, and actually has thought through who he hates and why he hates them. And that's maybe--what you're saying, it seems, David, is that there's more to worry about in three or four years, even, than there is now.

Frum: Well, I don't know that I would say that, because the lack of, I think in the end, the thing that's going to maybe be his great impediment--I don't know what the lord of the world will think about the various patterns of vices in Trump's nature versus Vance's.

But the ideologues and intellectuals tend not to go far in American politics. It may be that Trump is successful precisely because of the part of him that is chaotic and the Schlamperei, not the despotism. And when Vance says, I've got my five-year plan for American purification, that's--we are here for the show. This sounds like work.

Anyway, your last statement was so powerful. I would almost want to end it there, but let me give you the last word. Is there something that we haven't said here that you'd like to say before we wrap all of this up?

Packer: Really, David, just that, for me, it's a deep satisfaction that you and I are sitting here having a really lively, interesting conversation about this man. You and I go back to college. We were rivals. We both were columnists for the school paper, and we probably named each other in our columns. And over the years, we went far apart--right and left--and then maybe came back a bit toward the center, both of us. And I have so many memories of seeing you at different intervals, especially after William F. Buckley [Jr.]'s funeral, when you told me, you know, If it's going to be Palin, I'm not sure I can be for the Republican ticket, which was the first time I'd heard you say anything like it.

And you have made a very--I've got to say this--a courageous journey in which you were alone or could have been all alone for long periods of time and lost friends, I'm sure lost homes, institutional homes, lost a kind of identity. And you've made a new one, which is as a truth teller. And what you've been saying today is, I feel, the kind of the sharp, hard edge of someone who's been refined by loss and by this journey into someone who, when you open your mouth, I think truths come out that are pretty painful and that are worth listening to. And so here we are in our 60s, 45 years after we met, still talking, and maybe talking almost as fluently as we did when we were young.

So I just want to say thanks for having me on your show.

Frum: Well, thank you. No, the memories go very deep. I hope we're talking less fluently, but more worth listening to than we spoke 45 years ago.

Packer: Please let that be the case. I do not go back and look at those columns, and I hope you don't either. We need to keep our eyes on the future.

Frum: Thank God we lived before the internet. That was our greatest privilege.

Packer: Exactly.

Frum: George, thank you for making the time today.

Packer: Thanks for having me, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to George Packer for joining me today. George Packer is a colleague of mine at The Atlantic, and if you like George's work and want to support it--if you want to support the work of all of us at The Atlantic, the best way to do that is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing so if you don't do so already.

And of course, please subscribe to and share this program on whatever platform you like best.

Before I wrap up with the concluding thoughts of this program, I need to make a correction of something that was said mistakenly on last week's program, on Episode 7. A listener flagged this error in my discussion with former National Security Adviser Susan Rice. Susan Rice referred to Canada, or described Canada, as a participant in the Vietnam War, alongside the United States. Canada was not a combatant in the Vietnam War, as was mistakenly stated. Now, thousands of individual Canadians saw combat in Vietnam as volunteers in the United States armed forces, by some estimates, as many as 40,000. And more than 100 Canadians fell in action in Vietnam, fighting with the United States. But unlike Australia, and unlike Canada's own role in the Korean War, Canada was not a belligerent nation in Vietnam.

As we conclude the program, I want to finish with some thoughts about an important new book by Financial Times columnist Edward Luce. The book is a biography of Zbigniew Brzezinski, who served as national security adviser under President Carter in the late 1970s.

The book is called Zbig: [The Life of] Zbigniew Brzezinski, America's Great Power Prophet. Now, Zbigniew Brzezinski died in 2017, at the age of 89. His lifelong friend and rival Henry Kissinger, who made it all the way to 100, jokingly said at the end of his life, This is so tragic. He was so full of promise to be cut off so young.

That jokey remark sums up a comparison and a contrast that might serve us well to think about in these times. Zbigniew Brzezinski and Henry Kissinger were both exiles: Henry Kissinger, a German Jew driven into exile by the Nazis; Brzezinski, an aristocratic Polish family also driven into exile by the Second World War, cut off from their homeland of the Second World War, and then permanently exiled by communism.

These exiles from different traditions reached the very highest levels of the American power structure. They both served as national security adviser--Kissinger as secretary of state as well. But they're both very different men with very different outlooks. And it's that contrast that I want to talk about.

It's not the whole subject of Edward Luce's book, which takes you all through Brzezinski's fascinating life and deals with many of its most-important challenges in the Carter administration and after. But I want to focus on this one thing: The best book to my mind--the book I like best--about Henry Kissinger is a book by a writer named Barry Gewen called The Inevitability of Tragedy. And it describes Kissinger's worldview being formed by the experience of being driven into exile by his neighbors, the people that he grew up amongst turning against him and his family for no rational reason they could see. And although he found refuge in America, he was never entirely confident that Americans were altogether different from the Germans who had driven him into exile.

He was a remarkably pessimistic student of American life and always believed that something could go badly wrong here. And in all of his management of American foreign affairs and all of his advice to presidents, that undercurrent of doubt and despair and anxiety is present. Kissinger was the very opposite of utopian. Sometimes he sold America a little short as a result, and he never took seriously--and in fact, to the extent he took it seriously, he disliked--the concept of the ideals and principles of America being a driving force in how the country could, should, and would act.

Brzezinski, as Luce describes him, was very different. Although he, too, started a life of tragedy--lost his country, could never return--he came to believe very much in the promise and ideals of America. Although not idealistic in the way we use that language, he always was optimistic that America could and would prevail. Henry Kissinger saw the Cold War as an enduring problem to manage; Brzezinski thought the United States could and would win. Kissinger doubted that democracy was better than other systems; Brzezinski believed that it would be not only morally better, but actually practically better too.

Now, the dialogue between these two men will be with us forever, much like the Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton dialogue. We'll find in future generations sources of truth in both of them, and we'll constantly need to check our instincts, one against the other. Sometimes it'll be Kissinger's pessimism we need to hear; sometimes, Brzezinski's optimism. But at this moment, when the future of the country seems so doubtful, when American power is being used for such bad ends, it's a great moment to rediscover this man who, through all the realism he learned from hard experience, never stopped believing in the possibility of America.

He believed that America could and would prevail against enemies, internal and external. I think we need a little of that faith, too, which is why I so enjoyed this book this week. Thank you so much for joining me on The David Frum Show. I'll see you in this place again next week. I hope you'll return.

Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a response to a listener's question about working-class wages, unpacking the economic story lines that have shaped American politics over the past 40 years. In his answer, David challenges the idea that grievance politics are always rooted in material decline.

David is then joined by former Ambassador Susan Rice for a sweeping conversation on the disintegration of national-security processes under Trump. They discuss the implications of "Signalgate," the absence of a full-time national security adviser, and the staggering national-security risks posed by a $400 million jet gifted by Qatar. Rice offers a sobering look at what the breakdown of structure and accountability means for America's alliances, adversaries, and the rule of law.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 7 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest today will be Ambassador Susan Rice. Susan Rice represented the United States at the United Nations during the first Obama administration. She was national security adviser to President Obama, and then director of the Domestic Policy Council under President Joe Biden.

[Music]

Frum: Before my conversation with Ambassador Rice, I want to open the show by doing something a little different. I've often taken questions at the end of the show. This time I'm going to take a question--just one--at the top of the show and try to answer it here because I think this question is so important, such a key in the lock to all of our contemporary debates. It comes from a young viewer named Joe, in Florida, who's a friend of our family's, and he asks, "Given that working-class wages have been in decline for 40 years, especially for men, why would you expect anyone to sympathize with the idea of the American system, with free trade? Why wouldn't they back Donald Trump, given the pressure they're under?"

The reason this question is so important is because it reflects an attitude that many liberal-minded people have, which is: Where you see a grievance, where you see behavior that is self-harming or harmful to others, there has to be some rational cause behind it, some material cause behind it--that when people do something destructive or self-harming, they're acting out some understandable, cognizable grievance they've got that somebody could do something about. And if only we could meet that rational, material basis of their grievance, we could turn things around and put us all on a better path.

That's the idea you hear from many Democratic candidates or would-be candidates for 2028: Let's hear what people are saying and find some way to meet these grievances. And I do not want to dismiss that. A lot of politics is about the rational. But what reactionary and fascist forces have always understood is there's plenty of irrationalism in the human being, and that's a real resource. And sometimes when you have a grievance, it expresses itself in ways that sound like material grievance, but it's really not. So let me take on this point about 40 years of decline, take it apart and see whether a better understanding can put us somewhere.

Now, when people want to make the case that things have been very bad for working-class America, they use certain numbers and not other numbers. Depending on the numbers you use, you get a very different story. And unfortunately, we often choose the story we want and then choose the numbers that fit the story, rather than the other way around. So when people want to make the case that things have been very bad for working-class America for 40 years--which takes us back to 1985--they look at a series called hourly wages for nonsupervisory workers, or even hourly wages for nonsupervisory production workers.

That's manufacturing, people who get a paycheck that is measured by the hour and who answer to some kind of supervisor. And if you look at those numbers, you see they rise basically pretty steeply for the 40 years from 1945 to the early 1980s. Then they flatten out or even go into a little bit of a decline in the 1980s. They jump up a little bit in the 1990s. Then they're hit by the Great Recession, and they go down again and only pick up after about 2015. So that is a story of stagnation, decline, some improvement in the '90s, some improvement in the 2010s, but basically not a very happy or healthy picture from 1985 forward for that kind of worker.

The problem with looking at those numbers is that those numbers describe fewer and fewer people in America. And they describe--even for those people--less and less of those people's lives.

Here's a different number. If you remember that a lot of the way that people get an income in modern America is not just from their job, but also from various kinds of government benefits--the earned-income tax credit, the child support from the government of various kinds--and if you also remember that fewer and fewer of us work as nonsupervisory hourly workers, especially nonsupervisory hourly production workers. If you just look at what happens to American households (now, households can be as few as one person)--that is, Americans who live in some independent domicile of some kind, whether it's one person, a single worker, whether it's two people, whether it's a whole family; any one of those things can be a household--what you see is that in 1985, the median American household (that is, we're not averaging in Bill Gates; we're just taking the American in the middle) that household made about $60,000 present-day dollars, and 40 years later, in 2025, that household made about $80,000. And it wasn't all from work. Some of it was from government benefits.

But clearly, a big jump from $60,000 to $80,000. Now, it's not as steep a jump as they made from 1945 to 1985. If you look at the 40 years immediately after World War II, the median did better than it did in the 40 years after World War II, from 1985 to the present. But I'm not sure you can really rationally compare those things. Remember, if you were starting in 1945, you're missing that that same person or family or group had the experience of World War II and the depression. There had been a lot of bad times before then, and there's a big catch-up that happened in the 40 years after 1945.

There's also something else that was different in the 40 years after 1945. In 1945, about 17 percent of Americans still lived on the farm. You get big gains in efficiency when you move people from farms to cities. America did it in the '50s. Many European countries did it in the '50s and '60s. The Chinese, of course, have done it since 1990. And you get a big surge in productivity. You get a big surge in household wealth. But, of course, you can only do it once. It's not a commute. You move from farm to city. That's it. You're in the city. You're not going back to the farm. And further moves into the city--when you move from factory to office--you don't get the same bump that you get when you move from factory to farm.

So the idea that '45 to '85 was the norm, and '85 to 2025 has been some kind of sad falling off, mistakes a lot of what happened in 1945. And also, it overlooks: Yeah, it's good to be going up, but you need to remember, America in 1945 was quite a poor place by today's standards, and even in 1985, it was not as affluent a country as it is now. In 1945, about a third of American households lacked indoor plumbing. In 1985, only about 70 percent of American households had air conditioning, whereas now, virtually everybody does.

So when you're making those first steps, it's easier. The technology of indoor plumbing exists. You move people from farm to city--they get the indoor plumbing; they get a big jump in their standard of living. It's a little harder once they're already in the cities.

So Problem 1 is what we're measuring. If we look at all forms of income and not just the wages of a particular group of people, you see a bigger rise in incomes. And if you understand that something special happened between '45 and '85 that probably couldn't have been reproduced between '85 and 2025, no matter what, maybe you feel a little less angry about it.

But the second thing, when we're trying honestly to evaluate how Americans are doing, you have to ask the question, What does your money buy? In a modern technological society, a lot of your improvements in standard of living show up not as increases in wages but as improvements in the quality of the products you get--in other words, as a decline of prices. So 2025, 1985--we both have cars, but the 1985 car is likely to kill you in circumstances where the 2025 car will keep you alive. They're the same object. They may cost the same amount of money. But the car that doesn't kill you is clearly a huge improvement over the car that does.

In the same way, there were color TVs in 1985, but they were not flat. You couldn't put them in every room of your house. And they showed many, many fewer different kinds of programs. That while we can do a kind of food basket, we should remember that in 2025, more fresh fruits and vegetables are available to more people in more months of the year than were the case in 1985. In 1985, for most people, vegetables meant canned or frozen. In 2025, vegetables, for a lot of people in a lot of places a lot of the year, can mean fresh, and that's a big improvement in quality. It's a little hard to capture with a price signal, but that really is meaningful.

In the same way, how do we measure the improvement in well-being that comes when you want to write a letter to a friend or loved one, [and] you no longer have to handwrite it or type it, fold it, put it in an envelope, put a stamp on it, walk into the post office, and drop it in a box, but you can hit send instantly on a text message or some other instantaneous form of communication. In 1985, there are no mobile phones. We were only five years away from paying a lot of money for long distance. So incomes went up more than the sad story tells us. What those incomes can buy has improved dramatically.

There's one other thing that we really lose sight of here, which is: When we use these averages and say, The average American was this in 2025, and the average American was that in 1985, we need to remember, we're not talking about a stable population of people. In 1985, there were about 107 million Americans in the workforce. In 2025, there were 170--107 to 170 million in the workforce, bigger workforce. But almost all of that growth--not quite all, but almost all of that growth--is the product of immigration. Almost all the growth in the American workforce over the past 40 years has been either immigrants themselves or the children of immigrants.

Now, it's a very contentious question. I'm not going to discuss here all the merits of the immigration question, all the costs, all the benefits. But very clearly, immigration is a benefit to the immigrant themselves, and it's a benefit in almost all cases to the children of the immigrant.

When I say the average American had this in 1985, and the average American had that in 2025, and then I focus specifically on one household, which is the household of immigrants and their children, should I be comparing them to the Americans of 1985? Or should I be comparing them to what was their choice, their lot in life? Which is: If they hadn't moved to the United States and maybe made the aggregate statistics a little worse, they'd be living in Mexico or Guatemala or the Philippines or wherever the family came from.

And maybe you should compare them not to what they have in 2025, not to what other Americans had in 1985, but to what people back in the Philippines or Mexico or Guatemala had in 1985, and then they look dramatically better off. And we can say, Okay, if this family of immigrants who are the cause of the growth of the workforce is so much better off, and if also all the people whose parents and grandparents are already here, if they're better off because their wages have gone up and because their money buys more, and if what we're measuring here is an impact on the aggregate statistics caused by the inflow of a lot of immigrants--whatever you think about immigration, it's kind of strange to describe this as people becoming materially worse off.

And a lot of the situation that my friend Joe describes is kind of a statistical illusion. If you could spend 10 minutes back in 1985--I promise you, I was there--I promise you, you'd be shocked. You'd be shocked by all the things, all the conveniences, all the luxuries you take for granted. You'd be surprised at how much better the food is, how much cleaner the air is, how much less acidic the lakes are. In every way, you are so much better off. But it's often hard to capture. And statistics often give us a false image of reality that is used by people who want to sell a case, but not to actually tell you what really happened.

And the reason why this is also misleading and dangerous is two points. The first is: Again, it makes our problems look too easy. It makes it seem like, well, if only we could find out what was--we could solve deindustrialization or meet whatever economic grievance that we hear cited as a cause of the Trump vote, we could make the Trump problem go away.

But then we're faced with things like the fact that Trumpism exists in every country, in every place, regardless of that country's particular economic history. There are Trump-like movements in Germany and France. There are Trump-like movements in South Korea. This seems to be something going on in the modern world and has some deeper causes--in sexuality, in mass culture, and just the resistance of the human mind to orderly, liberal progress. There's parts of it that people just don't find that very satisfying, don't find it very exciting. They want more. Also, ordinary liberal progress, while it may meet our demand for prosperity, it may not meet our demand for status, and it may not meet our demand to subordinate others whose status we think needs to be lower, as well as to make ours higher. So I worry it disarms us in the face of a real challenge.

The second thing is: It also empowers some people who have agendas of their own, of a kind that aren't helpful either. There are a lot of people on the left wing of the Democratic Party for whom Trump was a kind of godsend. They have long wanted to do a kind of more economic, planned economy. They wanted to do more protectionism. And Trump then became a justification. And the text to read on this is a speech given by former National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan in 2018. Great respect for Jake Sullivan; this is not any kind of personal criticism of him.

But he gave a speech called, if I remember right, "a foreign policy for the middle class" that cited Trump's success as a reason that the United States needed to have a much more planned economy and a much more protectionist economy. And indeed, if President Trump was the most protectionist president since World War II, President Biden was the second-most. Biden did not repeal very many of the Trump tariffs that were imposed in the first Trump term, and he didn't reopen the Trans-Pacific Partnership that was the real answer to the problem of how we integrate China peacefully into the world trading system.

Biden, in many ways, was quite continuous with Trump on trade, and he was because there are people in the Democratic Party who wanted to be, and because they used a misreading of what the Trump experience was as a justification for things they wanted to do anyway. And the result was that we got some disappointing results during the Biden years.

Trade is a convenient target for a lot of people, and there are a lot of statistical papers. There's a paper by a man named Autor, A-U-T-O-R, called "The China Shock"--I think it's by group; Autor's not the only author--that shows that areas in the United States that were exposed to a lot of trade competition from China did worse than areas that were not. They didn't say those areas got poor. They just said if you compare an area that was hard hit by Chinese imports to an area that wasn't, the area that wasn't grew faster than the area that was. But they don't prove whether that area that was hard hit shrank or whether it just grew more slowly. There's a lot of gaps there.

The paper is used to prove many things beyond what it actually proves, even assuming it's accurate. And it's not trade that explains the many other problems in American life. It's not trade that explains why Americans find it harder to get married. People in every country--every developed country--find it harder to get married. It's not trade that explains why we see more gun violence, more substance abuse. Those things seem to have deeper causes. But trade is something we do with foreigners. And if you're trying to come up with an explanation of the problems of American life that leave Americans out of it--that don't call on anybody in America to do anything different from what they've done before--trade allows you to say, It's the foreigners that are to blame. It's an easy way to think. It's an attractive way to think. But it's not a helpful way to think.

I don't want to gainsay everything in the argument I've just made here. I mean, obviously, working-class wages have been under pressure, and they may be under more pressure in the future as artificial intelligence and robotics advance. But if you think about what we could practically do for people under the situation, I would say, You know what they need first and foremost? Universal health insurance. That's got nothing to do with trade.

And you can be a protectionist society, as the United States now is, thanks to Donald Trump and Joe Biden before, and not have universal health insurance. And you can be a free-trade society, like Denmark, and have universal health insurance. That's maybe the first thing that people would want if they were thinking, How do we make the life of a person at the average in American life better, especially for their children? But it's an appealing answer, and it's got a lot of interest groups lined up in it.

But I think what we need to do as we confront Trump is confront the irrational. It exists in ourselves, as well as in other people. I'm not just making a finger-pointing exercise. Confront the irrational. We respond to violence. We respond to hate. We respond to intimidation. We respond to the desire to make ourselves more by making other people less. It's not nice to think about those things, but the fact that they're not nice doesn't make them less powerful.

Trump is a successor to many dark movements in the human past that have occurred when trade was going up, when trade was going down, when industry was booming, when industry was shrinking. Prosperity makes everything easier. But prosperity does not make the irrational go away. So while we should certainly work for prosperity, and while we should certainly think very hard about how we improve the condition of the median American, the American at the center--after all, it's a democracy; we're running the whole country for that person--they are the judge and jury and how we're doing. And if they're not happy, well, they're the ultimate boss.

But we shouldn't be pulled into false arguments against international trade, and we shouldn't believe a false story about the promise of America and accept the idea that there was some magical time when America was great, and now we have, sadly, fallen off. In every way you can measure, America is a better place today than it was 40 years ago. And if it isn't as much better as we would like, well, the future is open. We can do more to make it better, faster for more people. But it is better. It was better. You have to believe in your country, and you have to not give an inch to those who defame the country in order to maximize their own power and their own cruelty.

Now my conversation with Ambassador Susan Rice. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I'm delighted and honored to be joined today by Ambassador Susan Rice, a name that is famous in the United States and around the world. For deeper perspective, I strongly recommend her autobiography, Tough Love, which describes a multigenerational family commitment to ardent love of learning and public service. There's a personal connection that the ambassador and I have that I won't go into here, but that she describes, very movingly, in the book.

She was educated at Stanford, then as a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University, after which she began a meteoric ascent through the American national-security system, serving first President [Bill] Clinton and then President [Barack] Obama, rising to be ambassador to the UN National Security Council, national security adviser, and then under President Biden, switching to the domestic-policy shop, where she ran his domestic-policy council.

So, Ambassador Rice, thank you so, so much for joining us.

I want to start by mentioning that as you and I speak, the United States doesn't have a national security adviser. So how big a gap is that, and what can we learn from this crazy Signal scandal that means that the national security adviser's out, and the secretary of defense is very likely on his way out?

Susan Rice: Well, David, it's great to be with you, and congratulations on the show.

You know, we have Marco Rubio playing four simultaneous roles: secretary of state, national security adviser, administrator of the U.S. Agency for International Development--what's left of it, which is very little--and as the acting national archivist.

Having had at least one of those jobs, the job of national security adviser, I can tell you it is a 24/7, relentless, incredibly intense job, done correctly. Your role is not only to brief and advise the president but, very importantly, to manage the National Security Council staff of over 300 professionals and to coordinate the Cabinet-level national-security Principals Committee, which should be carefully assessing and exploring the most significant national-security challenges of the day, weighing options, making recommendations to the president, and ensuring that the decisions that the president makes are being implemented.

No human, however competent--let alone Marco Rubio, who's barely been in the role of secretary of state for four months--can do all of those jobs, or even two of those jobs, effectively. So when you say there's no national security adviser, what you're saying is that this is a job that is a more-than-full-time job being done, if at all, on a very part-time basis.

I can't imagine what that must be like for the national-security staffers, those that are left, that are true professionals who come from the various agencies and are working very hard on behalf of the American people to have no leader. [It's] not clear if the deputy national security adviser is there for long and if so, what role he's playing. I don't know if Marco Rubio is sitting in the White House or at the State Department or in the National Archives or wherever, but he's got a big job, and he's got now four big jobs, and for a president who doesn't like process and doesn't like the rigor that national-security decision making is typically conducted with.

Frum: Well, when I said we don't have the national security adviser, yes, as you say, Rubio has the title, as he has the title of national archivist, but those jobs are not being done. They are, in fact, for all practical purposes vacant. I've sometimes had the opportunity to interview national security advisers and secretaries of state, and one of the questions I always ask them, or I try to, is, How do you spend your time? 

And there's a huge difference, because at 300 people at the National Security Council staff, that's a significant number of people, but it's not a major bureaucracy the way the Department of State is. The secretary of state has to worry about personnel matters in a way that a national security adviser does less. The national security adviser is the first point of contact for every national emergency the United States faces. The secretary of state should be taking somewhat longer views, doing some planning work, as well as responding to emergencies. They're very different, and as you say, Henry Kissinger tried it, but that was more an act of bureaucratic imperialism.

Rice: And at a time when things were much less demanding and complex. And by the way, he failed at it. (Laughs.) So now we'll see how Marco Rubio does.

The other thing, David, to mention about the difference between the jobs is, you know, the secretary of state is supposed to travel and do a great deal of personal diplomacy all over the world. You cannot do that effectively and man the fort at the White House, where the national security adviser's job is really properly a more inward-facing role.

Frum: Especially if, as so often happens, different parts of the foreign-policy apparatus are in disagreement: So State says one thing. Defense says something else. Other agencies say a third thing. The national security adviser is supposed to help the president broker those disputes by saying, I'm here to represent the president and no agency. And if you're there representing an agency, too, how does any decision get made?

Rice: That's part of the challenge. The national security adviser is meant to be an honest broker. He or she ultimately gets to make a recommendation to the president as to the appropriate course, but taking into account--and fairly and accurately without spin--representing the views of the other national-security Cabinet members. So there's a conflict of interest inherent in those two roles being occupied by one individual.

Frum: I want to ask you about the scandal that may have laid low Mike Waltz, although there may be other reasons. There was this very strange person. Laura--what was her name? Loomer?

Rice: Laura Loomer.

Frum: She has some unusual kind of influence or hold on the president, and she recommended that he get rid of a lot of people in the national-security apparatus. Maybe that's part of what's going on. There may be some fight over Iran policy. That may be what's going on. Trump may have remembered that Mike Waltz had a previous history as a congressman, where he was not as infatuated with Donald Trump as Donald Trump would wish him to be. There may be many other issues.

But how do you read the Signalgate scandal? It's often true that senior national-security people don't use the means that they're supposed to use. They're just too inconvenient. It's not just Hillary Clinton. Colin Powell, many others have sought shortcuts or some more convenient method of communication. How do you understand what happened and how serious it was?

Rice: I think, David, it's extremely serious. This wasn't a case of somebody sending an email point to point or using texts for scheduling. This was a case where the most sophisticated and complicated deliberations among the national-security team did not take place in places they should have: in the White House Situation Room around a table for several hours, probably on multiple occasions, to weigh the question of whether, how, when, and with what preparation the United States was going to launch attacks on the Houthi militants in Yemen.

This is one of the most important kinds of decisions that the national-security principals make, or they make a recommendation to the president after a lot of assessment and analysis. And these guys did it, you know, with emojis and shorthand on Signal. So the first problem, before you get to how they communicated, is the extent to which they communicated and deliberated, which was de minimis. And the question of the use of force and putting American men and women in uniform in harm's way is one of the most significant types of decisions that gets made, and it deserves thoughtful and thorough consideration. That didn't happen.

Secondly, you're using a commercial application, Signal, which is not encrypted to the same degree that classified U.S. government systems are. And they were inherently discussing classified information. Whether and when to engage in military operations is, by definition, classified. The details--the operational details--that Pete Hegseth put into the chat were extraordinarily sensitive and highly classified. Then you had J. D. Vance weighing in on even the question of whether there should be such military strikes. And frankly, that's the discussion that should be happening around the Situation Room table.

The reason it's so dangerous is not only that they give scant and superficial consideration to such important issues, but it's because we know that our most sophisticated adversaries--and indeed, some of our allies--can hack into personal phones and into Signal and learn in advance what we are planning. And if the Chinese had done that, or the Russians, and handed it off to the Houthis or to the Iranians to give to the Houthis, or if the Iranians had done it--they have highly sophisticated capabilities--that could have meant that our operational security was compromised and that our pilots and others engaged in the operations were at direct risk.

It was incredibly reckless and incredibly dangerous behavior. And they seemed to do it, David, as a matter of course. I mean, now we're learning that there are multiple regular Signal chats between and among the national-security principals. The last photograph that a journalist captured of Mike Waltz's phone right before he was fired showed that he was sitting in the Cabinet room, in a Cabinet meeting--where, by the way, you're not supposed to have your phones; you're supposed to leave them outside in a secure container--using Signal to communicate with the vice president and other senior officials, Tulsi Gabbard. I mean, it's ridiculous.

Frum: You know, as we talk about this, I'm very conscious that a lot of people will say, Signalgate, that that was when, like, Louis XIV ruled France, or maybe Pontius Pilate was in charge of Judea.

Rice: (Laughs.)

Frum: That was a long, long--that was, like, 18 scandals back.

Rice: (Laughs.) How many Scaramuccis?

Frum: Right now, the new scandal is the Emirate of Qatar has offered the president of the United States his own personal jet to take away with him after he leaves office. One of the trademark--I don't know whether it's a strength or a weakness or both--features of this Trump administration has been, you pile scandal on top of scandal on top of scandal, and no one can keep track of them. And it does seem like if you're going to do one bad thing, you might as well do a hundred, because the average survival rate seems to go up.

I ask you this because you were at the center, or you were sort of caught up in a decade ago, scandal politics--in retrospect, a kind of contrived-looking scandal--but looking back on that and comparing it to Trump 1 and Trump 2, do you think there are things that this administration knows about scandal politics that other administrations have not known?

Rice: Well, that's a great question, David. I mean, I think first of all, the Trump administration--Trump 1, but in particular, Trump 2--just doesn't give a goddamn about what they say or what they do. Trump 1 was characterized by nonstop lying. That is certainly the case in Trump 2, but combined with a sense of impunity and complete lack of accountability to the American people, to the truth, to the Constitution, to anything.

And so they lie and gaslight on a daily basis. And it's so extreme that I think the media has a difficult time keeping up, though credit to the many that are trying. The opposition--the Democrats--can't make a storyline stick. Signalgate should be as big a national-security scandal as any we've seen in decades. It is that bad. And it's been in multiple iterations. Now Pete Hegseth, we've learned, shared the same operational details on a Signal chat with his family members, which is ridiculous. They have no need to know.

And it goes on and on, and yet they flood the zone with so much crap on a daily basis--so many lies, so much obfuscation, so much gaslighting--that their BS just overwhelms people's capacity to absorb it. And obviously, they know that, and that's part of their, as you suggest, their modus operandi.

Frum: I have a private theory that I developed during the first Trump campaign, back in 2016. I remember seeing a poll at the time that asked Americans what they thought of the two candidates: Hillary Clinton and President Trump--or Donald Trump, as he then was. And this was not a good poll for Donald Trump. Hillary Clinton beat him--she's more intelligent, more knowledgeable, cares about people like you. She won in every single category that the poll asked. I forget every question, but these were the important questions that you would want in a leader of the nation.

But there was one category where Donald Trump beat Hillary Clinton, and that was honesty. You think, like, Well, that's weird because he lies all the time. And I thought about this a lot, and I realized that, of course, politicians have a way of speaking that sounds dishonest. The question is, Did you eat the last piece of pie? And the politician who ate the last piece of pie doesn't want to say yes, because they might get in trouble. Doesn't want to say no, because that's an outright lie. So they haver, they equivocate, they temporize, they put things in context, and they talk like a politician. They equivocate. You know, that we have to put pie eating into a larger context, that certainly, among those in the vicinity--I was one of those in the vicinity of the refrigerator at the time that the pie was eaten, but I do not have direct personal knowledge of exactly the consumption pattern. Donald Trump would just look you in the eye and say, Nope, I didn't, when he did. And because--

Rice: Or he'd say, No, I didn't eat the pie. You ate the pie. 

Frum: You ate the pie. And so because he will flatly lie, he doesn't equivocate. He doesn't temporize. He doesn't haver. He just flat out lies. If you don't know the facts or if you're ready to believe him, he sounds honest. Whereas the person tiptoeing around the question, Did you eat the last piece of pie? they sound like a crook.

Rice: I think there's something to that, David. I do. But, you know, I think the broader point is that this Trump administration has no interest in, no pretense of, no commitment to doing anything that doesn't suit their interests at the time, whether legal, illegal, truthful, untruthful, moral, immoral.

And you started this discussion with something that I think really deserves careful scrutiny and outrage: The notion that a president of the United States would accept a $400 million 747 from a foreign government--any foreign government, much less the Qataris, whose loyalties and interests only occasionally, to put it kindly, align with ours--is truly outrageous.

And it's not just the corruption this represents, which is massive and mind-boggling. It's the national-security consequences. Air Force One is a flying, secure environment. It is as secure and classified as the White House Situation Room. If a foreign government has built or overseen the production of an aircraft and then hands it off to the United States, the first thing is we have no idea of knowing what kinds of listening or other devices they've put in it.

Secondly, to accept a gift of that sort and then to keep it for your personal benefit after you leave office is giving a foreign government a huge amount of influence over the president of the United States and the United States of America, and leaves us susceptible not just to all forms of espionage that the Qataris could potentially conduct, but leaves us vulnerable to exploitation by the Qataris or those acting in concert with the Qataris. And Qatar is close to Hamas. Qatar has got a sort of funky relationship with Iran.

It just blows the mind that we would put ourselves in that kind of vulnerable posture vis-a-vis the Qataris, much less any other foreign government. And the fact that, you know, yeah, there's outrage, but Republicans are like, There's nothing to see here. No problem. Trump says, You're stupid to turn down any gift. We have laws, and the Constitution itself is black-and-white clear that the president of the United States cannot, without Congress's approval, accept a gift of any significance from a foreign government.

Frum: Yeah, it's not only that this is clearly illegal, whatever Pam Bondi may say--who was herself a foreign agent for the Qataris. It's clearly illegal. It's also, if you go back and read The Federalist Papers, the receiving of a large gift from a foreign potentate is their definition, their paradigmatic example, of what counts as an impeachable offense. This is the one thing that they are most frightened that the president will do--take payoffs from foreign rulers, especially foreign monarchs.

And the idea that--it's like birthright citizenship that Trump also denies. There are a lot of things in the Constitution that are murky. What process is due? Well, argue. You know, we'll never settle that question. Your Fifth Amendment: You're not to have property taken without just compensation. What's just compensation? We can argue about that.

But if you're born on American soil, are you a citizen unless you're the child of a diplomat? Yes. Clearly, no question about that. And can the president take a present from a foreign king? No. How is this question even on the president's desk? This would normally be something, you would think, that the ambassador to Qatar would say, Your highness, what a wonderful, magnificent gesture. But all things considered, if you just would get one of those beautiful cards, send the president a handmade card saying how much you like him. He'll like that a lot more than this jet, which, of course, you understand, he cannot even consider accepting.

Rice: It's just insane. And it's indicative of what you were describing, which is a "flood the zone with crap" strategy that overwhelms the public, the media, the courts, everything. But this is blatantly illegal, blatantly unconstitutional, and a supreme act of unprecedented corruption.

Frum: Can you take us on a little tour in putting on your national security adviser cap from a while ago? Take us on a little tour of how much damage has been done to America's alliances, to its position in the world, to the respect in which adversaries hold it over the past few months of extraordinary, unprecedented activity. Just--we can't do everything, but what in your mind are the things that people most need to know, but what is different today than was the case in the fall of 2024?

Rice: Well, David, so much damage has been done, and it's very hard to see how it's reparable in any reasonable length of time, even with a new president and a new administration. The most important thing that's been lost is the trust of our allies in American commitments, in America's loyalty and solidarity with our allies, and the ability to believe that we will do what we say.

And when you lose that trust, particularly among your allies, you can't get that back. When you think about Canada--a country you know well, I know well--Canada has shared with the United States the longest peaceful border in the world. We are democracies that share values and history. Canada has fought and died alongside the United States in war after war after war, from the Second World War to Afghanistan. They have bled and died with us. And like our other NATO allies, the only time that our Article 5 mutual-defense commitment that we make among the NATO allies has ever been invoked, as you know, was after 9/11, when the allies came to our defense and served with us for years and years and years in Afghanistan to try to defeat al-Qaeda and their Taliban hosts.

So we also have the largest bilateral trade relationship in the world, which serves both countries enormously well. And Donald Trump woke up one morning and decided arbitrarily to cripple the Canadian economy--Mexican too, to the extent he can, and Europe--through completely arbitrary tariffs that do very little for us, do a lot of harm for Canada, and weaken our supply-chain connectivity as we should be working together to deal with countries that pose a real threat in certain strategic sectors, like China. Instead, Trump imposes tariffs designed to bring the Canadian economy to its knees and speaks repeatedly in terms of turning Canada into the 51st state, which, as you know and I hope all the listeners know, is not only never going to happen but is incredibly offensive to every Canadian, and has done more to unite Canada--Anglophone, Francophone, First Nations--than anything in a long time.

So it's really--it's horribly damaging. And I talk to Canadian friends. I'm sure you talk to friends and family. And they're pissed off, and they don't understand why their good friend and best friend would do this to them. And it's not just about Trump. I mean, they're just pissed off at the United States broadly. They're not traveling here in the way they used to. They're not buying American products the way they used to. And this is not going to go away just because they've elected Mark Carney, and he's determined to stand up for Canada's interest. This is long-term damage, as I'm sure you would agree.

Frum: Let me ask you about adversaries, because among Trump supporters is a view that because Trump is so crude, so obnoxious, so overbearing, so insulting, he must impress the Chinese--no end. They must look at him and say, There is one rough, tough guy whom we better not fool around with, and, you know, Obama was so polite, and George W. Bush was so affable, we don't respect them. But we can respect this guy, and that the world now fears to cross Donald Trump. What is your assessment of what the adversaries think?

Rice: China's laughing, okay? China plays a long game. They understand that in a trade war with the United States, in many ways they have the upper hand. Why? In large part because they're not a democracy. And they can withstand economic pain, blame it on the United States, and their people will eat it. That's not going to work here in the United States. And plus, China is looking at the damage that we are doing to economies around Asia and seeing an opportunity for them to fill a vacuum in a bilateral trade relationship that we've left.

Moreover, China played Trump's game with him, and he said--Trump said--We're going to tariff you this amount. And China said, Okay, I'll call you and raise you. And they went back and forth until it got to a crazy level. But the Chinese are not backing down, and the Chinese, moreover, are saying, Beyond the trade realm, we've got a whole bunch of non-trade things we can do to make your life miserable, Donald Trump. And that's when they went after rare earths and a whole bunch of other important products, commodities, that we depend on that China only can provide.

So they go to the negotiating table. You can see the Trump administration sweating as the impacts on prices and supply chains and small businesses and the stock market begin to mount, with inflation looking to increase substantially. So they create a pretext and go to the negotiating table with the Chinese. And basically, without getting any concessions that are in the realm of what Trump suggested he wanted when he started this trade war--whether it be on fentanyl or whether it be on manufacturing or anything else--they've negotiated a face-saving climbdown for 90 days. It basically takes us back to the status quo ante. We got nothing for all this disruption. So the Chinese understand that Trump's not a tough guy. Trump is somebody who is a bully, and bullies understand other bullies, and they back down when people stand up to them. That's the message I believe the Chinese have taken away.

The Russians--you want to talk about adversaries--a completely different story. Guess how much tariffs Trump imposed on Russia? Zero. Why? Why? Russia is playing Trump in a very different way on Ukraine, on many other things, but they understand that, for whatever reason, Trump bows down to Putin, tiptoes around him, and sells out our allies and Ukraine and anybody else to benefit Putin.

Frum: Well, this is where I wanted to build to as our second-to-last question. Can Ukraine survive Trump? Can it stay on the battlefield, or is he going to break it and betray it in a way that all the Ukrainian patriotism and courage and sacrifice will not be able to overcome?

Rice: Well, it's an interesting question because if Trump were to decide that he's cutting off intelligence support on a sustained basis, cutting off military assistance, doing nothing with the frozen assets, leaving Ukraine to the mercy of the Russians and what the Europeans can do without us, I think it's bleak for Ukraine. Not impossible, but bleak. And the degree to which the Europeans--who already, as you know, have contributed more to Ukraine in dollar terms, militarily and economically, than the United States--but if they step up even more, can that suffice? I think [it's] tough to be confident in that.

So, you know, I think that the real question is: Will Putin overplay his hand? And he's obviously holding out for not only the great deal that the Trump administration unilaterally proposed to him--which would require the Ukrainians to give up vast quantities of their territory more than the Russians currently occupy; foreign recognition of Crimea as Russian, which is insane; not to mention, no NATO membership and no U.S. security guarantees. That's a ridiculously favorable set of terms for Putin, and he's sitting back there saying it's not enough. And if at some point, the Trump administration determines that Putin's humiliation of Donald Trump is untenable, then maybe that changes the Trump calculus and Ukraine has a bit more of a lifeline.

Frum: Presidents build policy systems around their own personal natures. President Franklin Roosevelt liked creative chaos. President Eisenhower liked orderly, tidy systems. Some presidents like to see arguments battled out in front of them. Some presidents want the battle to happen before the president is in the room and wants to have a consensus among the advisers. Some people want the discussion, want to hear all the reasons behind the conclusion. Some people just say, Cut to the chase. Tell me what you all think. 

And you've dealt with different presidents who have their own different styles, and I'm sure you have opinions about which work better, and of course, in the end, it has to work for the particular person. But imagine the Trump administration as kind of a silhouette. Take the president out of the picture. Look at the reactions of the people around, of the way you would as a senior staffer and say, If you just knew about the process he's got, the process that has grown up around him, what would you say about this presidency, based on your observation from domestic- and national-security councils?

Rice: Well, David, obviously I'm not in the White House, and it's not always easy from the outside to make these kinds of judgments. But it really appears to me that 99 percent of the time there is no process.

The process is, as you hear many of the Cabinet officials and those closest to the president say all the time, Donald Trump will decide this. So it seems like everything, small and large--even though sometimes when convenient, he denies any knowledge of issues--is a Trump decision. And it's not clear that anything like the structure or the rigor that you would find in normal administrations exists in this context.

Do people write him memos? Does he make decisions on paper, as is the custom and the Presidential Records Act anticipates and requires? Do people sit around the table in the White House Situation Room and discuss and debate options and make recommendations to the president? Does a president ever chair the National Security Council principals, or does he simply make his own decisions? It's been recently reported, David, that the president of the United States, who's been in office well over a hundred days now, has only received the presidential daily briefing--the most important, highly classified daily intelligence briefing--some 12 times, some 12 days of his hundred-plus days in office.

What is he doing if he is not reading the PDB? And I hate to say this--you could say it about the airplane; you could say it about Signalgate; you could say it about so many different things--but if any other president had refused or opted not to receive the presidential daily briefing from the intelligence community on a regular basis, it would be a huge, huge scandal with massive investigations in Congress and huge speculation that the president is not playing with a full deck. That's a key part of the job. So there is no process, as far as I can tell.

Frum: For those who've never seen one, can you just give some indication of what's the difference between the presidential daily brief and, say, the morning news on FOX TV? Which is better?

Rice: (Laughs.) I don't watch Fox morning news, so just to be clear, although I've seen snippets of it.

Frum: What kinds of things does he not know if he's not listening or reading to the brief?

Rice: What he does not know is what our intelligence community has been able to collect and analyze and assess through all the various means that we have of intelligence collection and provide to the president that information and analysis that he would otherwise not have. I don't want to get into any level of description of what is in a PDB, but trust me--it's very different from Fox News. It's different from The New York Times and from even The Economist, because we have sources and methods of collection and analysis that far exceed what is often available through what we call "open sources."

Frum: You can see administrations develop trajectories. You can see at the beginning, often, where it's going and where, if it goes wrong, how it might go wrong. If you look ahead just to the end of 2025, what are the dangers that you see that we seem to be navigating toward rather than away from?

Rice: Well, I mean, there are many dangers, as we've discussed, of process, of care with the most sensitive information that is available. We've talked about allies and adversaries--adversaries taking advantage of us, allies losing trust in us. All of that, obviously, matters enormously. The lack of truthfulness--trustworthiness, whether domestically or internationally--the gaslighting.

But I am also extremely worried that the president and those around him are so dismissive of any degree of law or accountability, even to the Constitution, that we could soon potentially see them outright, blatantly, and unapologetically defying court orders, including orders from the Supreme Court. And this blatantly illegal threat to suspend habeas corpus and, perhaps with it, implement some version of martial law based on a completely false pretext is something that I think is not far-fetched. I wish it were, and one we have to be very, very vigilant about.

Frum: They've built bureaucracies that are getting in the habit of breaking the law, and when you build a weapon, the weapon tends to go off.

Rice: Well, look--that would be a nuclear weapon going off in the heart of our constitutional republic. And whether you voted for Donald Trump or not, whether you support Donald Trump or not, poll after poll shows that Americans want and expect their president to adhere to court orders, to respect the Constitution and the rule of law. And all of us, regardless of party affiliation, regardless of how we voted, have an obligation to insist and demand that the president and his administration abide by the rule of law in the Constitution, and when they don't, that they pay for it in the way that we hold our leaders accountable, which is at the ballot box and in the court of public opinion.

Frum: Ambassador Rice, thank you so much for your time.

Rice: Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: I'm so grateful to Ambassador Susan Rice for joining me today. Thank you, too, for joining. I hope you'll share the program with your friends, subscribe to it, or share it on whatever platform you follow us on. And I hope you'll consider subscribing to The Atlantic. That's what you can do immediately to support the work of this program and so much other content that you get from The Atlantic.

Please subscribe. Please follow us. Please share the content. Thank you for joining. I'll see you next week.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum breaks down what he calls "the week of the four scams"--a stunning display of misinformation and corruption from President Donald Trump involving fake trade deals, manipulated markets, and even a personal jet from Qatar.

David is then joined by Indian Member of Parliament and Chairman of the Committee on External Affairs Dr. Shashi Tharoor to examine the recent India-Pakistan cease-fire and just how much (or little) credit the Trump administration can fairly claim for brokering peace.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 6 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

At the very beginning of the first Trump presidency, back in 2017, I posted on Twitter the following thought: "Regular reminder that Donald Trump's core competency is not dealmaking with powerful counter-parties. It is duping gullible victims."

That warning has seldom been more needed than it has been needed in the past days, which I call the week of the four scams. Over these past few days, Donald Trump has taken credit or introduced one after another piece of outrageous fiction, which he is presenting to the world as some tremendous achievement. And we need to be warned against it and to protect ourselves against it.

Now, the first of the scams will supply the matter of my main conversation on the program today. That is Donald Trump's attempt to take credit for the India-Pakistan cease-fire. The India-Pakistan cease-fire is a real event. It actually happened. But Donald Trump's role in it was negligible, to say the least, as you'll hear when I speak to my guest today, Dr. Shashi Tharoor, who is chairman of the External Affairs Committee in the Indian Parliament and one of that country's leading voices for liberal and humane values.

But now let's talk, in the interval, about the three scams that took place here on the home front. Two of them are the so-called trade deals that Trump has taken credit for: one with Britain, one with China.

Now, these aren't deals in any traditional sense of the word. A trade agreement must be approved by Congress. It's a treaty. These are executive announcements, PR, press releases, concepts, plans, projects, noise. They don't amount to anything. Today, in May, American tariffs are dramatically higher than they were the day before Donald Trump took office. And the effort to make them scale up and to scale down is just a distraction, the way the dealer in a three-card monte game keeps up a line of pattern so that you don't notice that you are being deceived and robbed.

The fourth of the scams is Donald Trump's project to accept from the Emirate of Qatar the personal gift of a jet--a jet plane--that would accrue to him personally during his time as president and that would then be kept by him and by his heirs, through the guise of the Trump Library and casino and fast-food restaurant, or whatever he calls it, but nothing that is going to be like any kind of charity. And it looks like the plane will keep operating and be available to him and to his family for use afterwards.

It is the most astonishing act of brazen corruption in the history of the American presidency--in the history of many post-Soviet presidencies. I mean, it's un-American. It can't be compared to anything that has ever happened in American history. And it comes on top of the flow of funds to Donald Trump from all over the world via these strange meme coins that he keeps issuing, that someone is buying for no obvious business reason but as a way to direct funds to the pockets of the president.

Let's talk a little bit more about these two trade deals because there's going to be an enormous attempt to make them seem real. You know, in a three-card-monte game, and as well as the dealer, there are often people in the crowd who are there to back up the dealer stories, to nudge people away from the tables if they look too closely and to entrap victims. And a lot of the pro-Trump media plays the role of these kinds of ropers and bumpers, as they're called.

But those even in the independent media, we're not really very good at saying, This thing the president said, it doesn't mean anything. All that is happening here is the construction of a new apparatus of taxation that is imposed by the president at the president's discretion, that can be exempted by the president to people who give them favors or in exchange for various kinds of benefits--all of which is to shift the burden of taxation of the country from those best positioned to pay to those least positioned to pay.

Swirling around all of this commotion, all of this noise, is massive amounts of insider trading. We have had volatility unlike anything seen in financial markets since the great crisis of 2008-09, and people who study the markets notice a lot of short selling and a lot of rapid buying just before the president makes major moves, as if important market players have been tipped off and are making bets in the trillions on which they're reaping profits in the hundreds of billions. It is just an astonishing thing that is happening.

Meanwhile, the central act is the movement of taxation--because tariffs are taxes--from those best positioned to pay to those leased positioned to pay. A tariff is a tax on goods. It is a tax that falls on the consumer of those goods, and it is a tax on the consumer of anything that has any kind of imported component in it.

Now, maybe a way to think about this is: Imagine a poor family eating a meal at home. Their table is tariffed. Their chairs are tariffed. The plates are tariffed. The knives and forks are tariffed. If they're having a frugal meal of pasta or spaghetti, the Canadian wheat that probably is the major ingredient in that pasta--that's tariffed too. Now imagine a wealthier family enjoying a meal in a restaurant, perhaps to celebrate the enormous reduction in their taxes that they're going to get as a result of the Trump tax deal. Now, their tables and their chairs and so forth, the knives and forks--they might be tariffed too, although they probably come from Europe rather than China, so they'll be tariffed at a lower rate.

The most important cost in a restaurant meal is not the plate, not the chair, not the table, not the knife and fork, not even the food. The most important expenses are the wages of the chef, the wages of the server, and the rent on the space in which the restaurant is located. None of those things are tariffed. They are services, not goods, and so they escape the tax entirely.

Richer people tend to spend more of their income on services than they do on goods. Poorer people spend more on goods than on services. And richer people, of course, can save and invest more of their income, and that escapes tariffs entirely. And the more of the income you spend on the services, the less you pay in tariffs. The working man's car, that's tariffed; the rich man's chauffeur, not tariffed. The poor girl's dolls, of which she's allowed so few by the Trump administration--those are tariffed. When the rich family hires a nanny to play dolls with the girls, the nanny salary is not tariffed. Towels are tariffed. Membership in a swimming club, where you use the towel, that's not tariffed. The doorknob is tariffed, but the doorman on Fifth Avenue: no tariff on him.

It is very important when you listen to the Donald Trump show to keep your eye not on the game, but on the players and what they're about. And this jet story, this jet scam, is maybe the most revealing thing of all. It is just beyond shameful that such an offer would even get two minutes of consideration.

Look--foreign governments, authoritarian governments, especially those like Qatar, which have these bad ties to Hamas and Iran and which are trying to buy favor in the United States, they're always approaching people. There's a whole apparatus of distance to keep things like that away from the president. The president doesn't normally say no. The president normally never even learns that the offer was made in the first place. But in this case, there are no guardrails and no protections. And so in our fourth scam, the offer comes to the president, and the president wants to say yes.

Now, he may ultimately not be able to say yes. The gift of a jet to the president of the United States personally from a foreign Emirate, that may be too much even for Trump's usual apologists. But look how far we've come. Look how low we've sunk. It's a shame. It's a scandal. And the test for all of us is whether we can keep our eye on the main thing and to keep being shocked by things that are shocking.

And now my discussion with Dr. Shashi Tharoor. But first a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: A terrorist outrage in Kashmir killed some 25 Indians on April 22. India and Pakistan have since mutually retaliated one upon the other. As we record this dialogue on the morning of Sunday, May 11, in Washington--the evening of Sunday, May 11, in the subcontinent--a cease-fire has taken hold. To discuss the very distressing and worrying events in the subcontinent, I'm very proud and pleased to be joined by Dr. Sashi Tharoor.

To say Shashi Tharoor is an author and a member of the Indian Parliament is accurate so far as it goes but inadequate to the reality. His books have been massive sellers in India and the United Kingdom, and have had a great influence on all debate about Indian politics. He himself occupies a very important place as a politician that goes beyond the merely parliamentary. In a country where politics has for a long time been drifting in sectarian and authoritarian directions, Dr. Tharoor's public advocacy and political work elevate him as one of India's preeminent voices for secular and liberal politics.

A graduate of the University of Delhi and a Ph.D. from the Fletcher School at Tufts University, here in the United States, Dr. Tharoor spent much of his early career working in international organizations. He rose to be undersecretary general of the United Nations. In 2009, he was entered into Indian electoral politics and was elected to Parliament. He has been reelected three subsequent times, for a total of four--an unbroken career of success. He now heads the Parliamentary Committee on [External] Affairs in the Indian Parliament.

Thank you so much for joining us today at this time of tension. Maybe you can begin by talking about the cease-fire. A cease-fire has taken hold. The Trump administration claims a lot of credit for brokering it. Do they deserve that credit?

Shashi Tharoor: We were all a bit puzzled by President Trump's posts on Truth Social and on X, because India has historically been allergic to mediation. It doesn't believe it needs it, and it's unlikely to have invited mediation in a formal sense. On the other hand, it's true that the U.S. administration--in particular, Secretary of State and now also National Security Advisor Marco Rubio and, to some degree, Vice President Vance--have been speaking to Indian officials, as indeed, Indian officials have acknowledged. The foreign minister's tweets will tell us about these calls.

But it's one thing for the Indian foreign minister to say to the Americans, Look--if the Pakistanis do this, we will do that. Or if they hit us, we are going to hit them harder back, and quite another for the foreign minister to say, Would you mind relaying this message to the Pakistanis? India would never do the latter. They would do the former, and I think what happened then, perhaps, is that Rubio then called the Pakistanis and said, Look--I've been talking to the Indians, and this is what they're saying, so you might want to take this into account. And would you not like to move in a different direction? That kind of thing.

The initial Trump announcement gave the impression that the Americans and Indians and Pakistanis have been pulling an all-nighter, discussing everything jointly. That simply hasn't happened. And I think that's a misrepresentation of what role the U.S. played. But I certainly don't want to sound ungrateful for anybody who is willing to pull the Pakistanis down off the escalatory ladder that they had climbed onto.

There was a terrorist outrage in India. India chose to react in a very careful, calculated, calibrated, and precise way only against terrorist infrastructure. It didn't strike any Pakistani military installations or any civilian nor governmental installations, and basically signaled, Look--we are only after terrorists, and we did this strike at 1:30 in the morning so there wouldn't be too many civilians about. We want to avoid all collateral damage. It was a very responsible strike that the Indians conducted.

The Pakistanis chose to react with unnecessary escalation. They shelled very heavily civilian and occupied civilian inhabited areas of India, killing 22 civilians and hospitalizing a further 59 in the district of Poonch in Kashmir. And frankly, India had to respond--and did--very, very strongly. And when India responded, it also attacked places it had so far kept off limits. It hit Pakistani air bases, for example, very hard. Pakistan has, because there are no terrorist infrastructure in India to attack--Pakistan was assaulting Indian cities where ordinary human beings live. And that was simply unacceptable. We were able to use our air-defense shield to stop that, but we hit the Pakistanis hard where it hurt.

Now, this escalation was leading nowhere for nobody. As far as India was concerned, they delivered their message to the terrorists. They were willing to stop. As far as Pakistan was concerned, they didn't know when to say that their honor was satisfied. And if the U.S. helped them to step off that ladder, the U.S. gave them an excuse to climb down off it, so much the better, because India had no interest in a prolonged war.

What was very clear from the manner of the Indian strike to begin with, David, was that India was trying to signal from the very start: This is not the opening salvo in a long conflict. This is just a one-off retaliation to a terror attack, period. Nothing else. It's Pakistan that was taking it in the wrong direction, and I'm glad that stopped right now.

Frum: Well, let me ask you more about this American mediation. You'll remember that in 2001 there [was], again, another outrage against India. [Former Secretary of State] Colin Powell personally inserted himself and worked very hard, deployed a lot of threats, actually, against the Pakistanis to bring about a cease-fire in 2008 after the terror attack in Mumbai, another outrage on Indian soil. [Former Secretary of State] Condoleezza Rice was in person in the subcontinent and flew back and forth.

That's what American mediation has looked like in the past, from our point of view. And not to make this story about the United States when it's a story about the people of the subcontinent, but it does look like the Trump administration showed up, took credit for something that had already happened, and now its main interest seems to be not a structure of peace but scoring some Nobel Peace Prize nomination for Donald Trump.

Tharoor: (Laughs.) Oh, you said it, David. I didn't, and I probably would be unwise to say very much along those lines myself. I will say that mediation is possibly the wrong word. Mediation implies a request by both parties to be involved. In the two examples you gave, and a third example--the 1999 Kargil conflict, when President Clinton summoned the prime minister of Pakistan to Washington and told him to lay off, which he did--all those three cases were essentially the U.S. putting pressure on the Pakistanis, who in every case were in the wrong. They were the perpetrators of terror. They were the perpetrators of violence. And in the case of Kargil, they were the ones who had led an invasion of Indian territory. So in all those cases, the U.S. was telling one side.

I would say that in this particular instance, in as much as there was any strong American messaging coming, it was almost certainly directed principally to the Pakistanis, because India at no stage wanted to prolong a war. See, India, David, is a status-quo power. It is a country that basically would be very happy to be left alone. There's nothing Pakistan has that we want. We would be very happy to focus on our own growth, our own development, the well-being and prosperity of our own people. We are a high-tech economy, moving in that direction. We are trying to find a way forward in the 21st century. We are already the world's fifth-largest economy in dollar terms, and in purchasing-power-parity terms are third-largest. So that's where our ambitions and aspirations are.

We don't want to get bogged down into a meaningless war with a bunch of Islamist fanatics whose lust for our territory is what motivates them. When you are a status-quo power, what you want to do is to just continue with the way things are. Next door to us, unfortunately, is a revisionist power--a power that is not happy with the existing states of regional geopolitics and wants to upend it, and that's what the Pakistanis, sadly, are.

So they couldn't do it by conventional means. They kept losing formal wars against us. So from 1989 onwards, having learned an unfortunate lesson from the success of the mujahideen against the Soviet Union and Afghanistan, from Pakistani soil, the Pakistanis decided to turn that technique against us. And they started unleashing mujahideen by various names and various terror organizations, front organizations, into Indian territory to wreak havoc against innocent Indian civilians. They've been doing that since 1989. This is year 36 of Pakistani terrorism. You can understand that we really have lost patience with this.

Frum: One last question about the American role, because when you line up--and I should have mentioned--in 1999, 2001, 2008 and you see the pattern of the American involvement there, and then you contrast it with the pattern of American involvement in 2025, it does really look like the United States is a receding power in the world that mattered much more a quarter century ago than it does now, and that the Trump administration seems to want the accolades that it would get domestically from the assertion of great power status. But actually, it has given away that status, and maybe by its own neglect, maybe by some objective reality.

Tharoor: Yeah, and there was some slightly confused messaging also coming out of all of this that the first statements of Mr. Trump were that, Oh, these Indians and Pakistanis have been fighting for thousands of years, which is slightly odd because Pakistan has only existed for 77 years as a country. So they haven't fought anybody for a century, let alone centuries or thousands of years.

Then we had Mr. Vance saying, Oh, we have no business in this fight. Let them sort it out themselves. And then suddenly, within a day or two of these remarks, the same two people are taking credit for the cease-fire. I'm at a bit of a loss, frankly, about what they did. Certainly, there is no independent confirmation from the Indian side of any successful or serious negotiating effort by the U.S. here.

It's possible that they did this with the Pakistanis, and we might learn more from the U.S.--there's always stories coming out in the U.S. media from reliable sources in Washington as to what exactly America did with Pakistan. I'm sure we'll find out soon enough. But for now, I am at a bit of a loss, to answer your question, David. But the desire for accolades without too much of effort is a human foible, isn't it? It's something which too many people tend to want to do.

Frum: It runs stronger in some human beings than in others. In a few, it's the overwhelming passion of life.

Let me ask you: You alluded, I think, a little bit to what will be your answer to this question, but why is it so hard to reach an enduring peace in the subcontinent? The one smidgen of truth in Donald Trump's post about a thousand years is: For a thousand years, Hindu majority and Muslim majority--Hindu-ruled and Muslim-ruled--states have coexisted peacefully and successfully in the subcontinent. Why can't they do so now?

Tharoor: Well, I mean, that's the irony of all of this. I mean, it's utter nonsense to imply that there is a thousand-year battle between Hindus and Muslims. On the contrary, every great Hindu king had Muslim soldiers and generals on his side. Every great Muslim king had Hindu generals and soldiers on his side. And the two communities have coexisted ever since the advent of Islam on the Indian subcontinent, which was within a century after the birth of the prophets. Indeed, in my own state of Kerala, Islam came peacefully through traders and merchants bringing it as news from the Arab world rather than coming as some sort of foreign conquest.

So there's been a long and complicated history. But it's not all been hostile. The British during the colonial regime chose a very deliberate and deliberately militant policy of "divide and rule," where they actively fomented a distinctive Muslim identity as distinct from, a separate from a Hindu identity in order to prevent the two uniting against the British, as they had done in the revolt of 1857, when Hindus and Muslims alike rose up in arms against British rule. It was ruthlessly suppressed. The British butchered 150,000 civilians in Delhi alone in putting down that revolt.

And then they adopted a conscious policy of divide and rule. Divide and rule meant that when the Indian National Congress was established as a representative body of Indian nationalists--in those days, very decorous Indian nationalist agitation for rights and political rights in India against the British--the British actually paid to establish a rival Muslim organization, called the Muslim League, in order to undermine the Indian National Congress.

Finally, partition happened. Pakistan was carved out of the stooped shoulders of India by the departing British in 1947. And ever since, it has had to justify its existence as a separate country by an increasingly belligerent Islamism. This is why Pakistan was not only the source of these horrific attacks, such as the 26/11 attack, to which you alluded to--the butchery of 166 innocent people in Mumbai in 2008, all the earlier attacks on the Indian Parliament, the invasion of Kargil, and so on--but Pakistan was also the place that sheltered and protected Osama bin Laden for many years, until, as you know, he was found living in a safe house right near a Pakistani army encampment. This is Pakistan's history.

It is a country that has, unfortunately, armed, trained, equipped, guided, and directed terrorism from its soil for decades as an instrument of state policy. It is a malcontented state that wants territory that India controls and that it can't have. It is a bigoted state that believes that all Muslims belong to it, so that the first loyalty of Muslims, even in India, should be to Pakistan, which--I'm sorry--is never going to be the case.

It was very striking that one of the daily briefings that were being done by the Indian military featured an Indian woman colonel who was a Muslim. It was a very powerful message that India stood united. It was not about Hindu, Muslim. It was all about India standing united against terror.

Pakistan doesn't understand that, because their state is built on a totally different set of premises. It's also, to paraphrase Voltaire on Prussia, a situation where India is a state that has an army; Pakistan is an army that has a state. And that army really controls the state, runs the state, controls the largest share of that country's GDP and governmental budget--larger than any army of any country in the world controls of its GDP and national budget. So for the army to continue its disproportionate dominance of Pakistan, it needs to be able to have enough external demons, in addition to the demons it has nurtured in its own backyard, in order to be able to point to the fact that it is the sole savior of its people.

It's a very, very sad and pathetic story. The Osama bin Laden story was merely the tip of a very, very large mountain, I'm afraid, of this kind of thing. Hillary Clinton, rather memorably, said as secretary of state, when Pakistan tried to plead victim about its own terrorist problems with a group called the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, initially created by Pakistan, but which has deemed Pakistan to be insufficiently Islamist to its taste and that has turned out to be attacking Pakistan's military and political institutions--Hillary Clinton said, Well, if you nurture vipers in your backyard, some of them would turn around and bite you. And I think that was absolutely the right metaphor. That's what Pakistan has done. Vipers in your backyard is really a case of--to mix up the animals--the chickens coming home to roost in Pakistan.

Very sad story, but that's the problem we are living with next-door to us.

Frum: Pakistan is ideologically committed to the conflict, for reasons you described, but the wealth gap between India and Pakistan has been growing and growing and growing. Presumably, the power gap follows, although India has historically had difficulty turning wealth into power, for reasons you may want to explain.

At some point, you would say, However ideologically committed you are to this conflict, it's not working, so peace becomes your logical outcome. But in the subcontinent, as indeed in the Israeli conflict with the various anti-Israel rejectionist groups around Israel, the logic of power that political scientists would predict doesn't seem to work. Why does it not work between Pakistan and India, where they say, You know what? We've just lost too many times.

Tharoor: Yeah, but you've left out a very important force, unfortunately, in this equation, and that is China. China is sitting on our northern borders, nibbling away at our land. They have a long-standing frontier dispute with India. And Pakistan has been reduced to a client state of China over the years.

China's single-largest project under its Belt and Road Initiative is a massive highway through Pakistan called the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, which is of inestimable economic value to China because goods coming from the Suez Canal and from the Gulf countries can now be offloaded at the Port of Gwadar--in the southwestern tip of Pakistan, in Pakistan's Balochistan Province--and transported on this Chinese-built highway all the way directly into western China. Whereas in the past, and right up to then, these goods had to go all the way around India, through the Strait of Malacca, into the South China Sea, be offloaded in ports like Guangzhou, in southeastern China, and then transported laboriously overland all the way across to western China.

They save 90 percent of the cost and 95 percent of the time by just being able to use Pakistan as a conduit for their goods into western China. So China has a huge interest in keeping Pakistan safe and secure and an obedient vessel state, which Pakistan is, indeed, happy to be. And China also has its own problems with India, which it would dearly like to cut down to size as a potential geopolitical rival in the area.

So when you talk about the power gap between India and Pakistan, the difficulty we have is: We have two fronts we need to be worried about. We have a Pakistan front and a China front. And cumulatively, I'm sorry to say, we are not in a position, most unfortunately, to fight a two-front war. So we have a very complicated mix of diplomatic, military, and geopolitical calculations to make every time Pakistan triggers a problem with us. We've got to make sure we hit Pakistan hard so that they learn a lesson, but we also have to make sure we don't go to such a point that China feels obliged to come directly to Pakistan's rescue.

The overwhelming majority of Pakistani weaponry--which means, I believe, as high as 90-odd percent of Pakistani weaponry--comes from China. That includes China's latest 4.5 generation J-10[C] fighter aircraft, their PL-15 missiles, and various other kinds of ammunition. So India's problem is that it is essentially having to juggle a number of geopolitical, diplomatic, as well as military considerations when it reacts to Pakistani provocations.

We want to send the terrorists a message. We want to hit back whenever Pakistan hits us, but we don't want to get to a situation where we might end up, quite frankly, provoking a more direct Chinese involvement, because India is not particularly keen on entering into a two-front war with both Pakistan and China.

So it's a complication. When you look at the power asymmetry, as you mentioned, you are not just comparing India and Pakistan; you're comparing India against both Pakistan and China, and then the comparison doesn't look that good for India.

Frum: But as China has colonized Pakistan in this way over the past generation, a succession of American presidents--starting with Bill Clinton, developing very rapidly under George W. Bush (the president for whom I worked), under President Obama a little maybe less energetically--have sought to build an American-Indian partnership that is closer and closer. And there are a lot of difficulties in the way of this, but there has been effort very much on the U.S. side, a little more doubt on the Indian side.

President Trump has just slammed India with a whole new set of punitive tariffs, undercutting all the fine things that he and his vice president say about India. How would you assess the state of that U.S.-India partnership so founded by Bill Clinton and nurtured by W. Bush and President Obama.

Tharoor: Well, you know, and even in the first Trump administration, it was going fine. I mean, I would've said that, in many ways, the India-U.S. relationship was above partisan politics, that it certainly transcends the political divide within India, and appeared to have transcended the political divide of the U.S.--because both Bush and Clinton, both Obama and Trump 1.0 all supported a very close relationship.

But everything has become very confused in Trump 2.0. There have been the tariffs, which certainly have hurt India quite significantly. There have been the very, very stringent policies with regard to immigration--including legal immigration, H-1B visas, spouse reunions, and so on--which tends disproportionately to hit Indian techies who provide a lot of IT services in the U.S. and who obviously want their families to join them and so on, who are going to find that challenging.

But even more, Mr. Trump's statement yesterday and today has been very troubling because it de facto handed Pakistan a victory that Pakistan has not earned. By choosing unnecessarily to imply an equivalence between India and Pakistan, it was equating the victim and the perpetrator. By speaking in terms of getting the two to sit down together and talk to end their thousands of years of conflict, apart from the fact that it hasn't been thousands of years, there is a fact that we are certainly not going to give Pakistan the satisfaction of earning negotiating rights at the point of a gun. We are not going to talk to the Pakistanis after what they have done to us by killing innocent civilians. And I'm sorry--if that's what Mr. Trump wants, he's not going to get it.

Thirdly, he has given the Pakistanis the victory of re-internationalizing the Kashmir dispute, which had been off the international agenda for quite some time, and he has done India the grave disservice of re-hyphenating India and Pakistan in the American imagination, which had been de-hyphenated since the days of Clinton. You will notice, David, that since the days of President Clinton, no American president has actually visited both countries on the same trip. They have very deliberately sent a signal that India is a country you deal with in its own right. It's not something we twin with Pakistan in the American imagination.

Sadly, Mr. Trump's post has done all of these four things, and I think it shows that he has not yet been rather well briefed. What's striking is that he has named a proposed assistant secretary of state for South Asia who is a very knowledgeable scholar about South Asia and about India, and who is himself partly of Indian American origin, and who would, I believe, know far better than to say the kinds of things that President Trump has said on Truth Social--which are, in that sense, an embarrassment to the last quarter century of American policy. It has really upended all of these fundamental assumptions of the U.S.-India relationship.

Frum: Now, let me ask you a question about--speaking about Indian in its own right--about Indian domestic politics. The political tradition from which you come and, indeed, your life's work has been to speak for India as a nonsectarian state, a state of Muslim and Sikh and other minorities. And I will note here for those who--you will know this history, but--many forget that the Indian army that liberated Bangladesh in 1971 was led by a Jewish officer, which is a detail that is often forgotten.

Tharoor: Yeah. Not led; it was more complicated. We had--the army was commanded by a Parsi Zoroastrian, the tiny minority. The general officer commanding the Eastern command, the forces that marched into Bangladesh, was a Sikh. The vice chief of the air staff was a Muslim. And the major general who was helicoptered into Dakar to negotiate the surrender of the Pakistani army at the end of that war was Jewish. Major General J. F. R. Jacob was a friend of mine, a remarkable gentleman, now no longer with us. But that was India, David. That's what India is all about. It's just a country of such immense diversity that it really is a microcosm of all that's fine about pluralism as a social construct.

Frum: That said, over the past decade and a half, India has emigrated away from that tradition to a great extent. And you see a rise of sectarian and authoritarian politics in India. And I don't say this to cast aspersions. We have seen it in the United States. Why should you be any different from the rest of the world? But it has become to the point where people sometimes fear India becoming a Hindu Pakistan--chauvinist, sectarian, authoritarian. How worried should we be? How strong are the forces of opposition to the tendency? And the last question--maybe we can break this into a separate part: How is this affecting the way the authoritarian and sectarian elements in the United States think about India?

Tharoor: Okay, so first of all, as far as India's concerned: I mean, this is a battle we fight daily on our own soil. And I have been--I hope I'm acknowledged as--being a very strong voice against sectarian tendencies in our politics. I believe strongly and passionately that every Indian has the same rights as every other Indian and that their religion, their language, their ethnicity, their color, the region or the state they come from have absolutely no bearing on their rights as an Indian and their contributions to this great country.

And in many ways, my notion of Indianness is comparable to most Americans' idea of civic nationalism in America, where you all belong and you're sheltered by this collective identity. You can be Jewish. You can be--whatever--Californian. You could be Hungarian speaking, whatever. But you are who you are because being American makes it possible. And it's the same for us in India. And you can be a good Muslim, a good Gujarati, and a good Indian all at once because that Indianness is what protects your ability to be all of that. And I fought for that idea, and I will do so till my last breath.

But having said that, when it comes to something like a conflict with Pakistan, it's very interesting how quickly some of these divisions in our internal domestic politics disappear. And as I mentioned to you, the striking sight in the daily briefings of an Indian woman military officer who is a Muslim sent a very powerful message, both at home and abroad: This is who we are. That's not who we are, not the guys across the border with their sectarian bigotry. And to my mind, that was actually a very welcome reminder.

The second paradox, David, is that this government--despite the fact that it has presided over some of the worst tendencies of bigotry and encouraged intolerance within Indian society--has actually been a remarkably good government when it comes to strengthening India's relations with the Arab and Muslim world. It's quite astonishing to see, for example, the closeness of India's relations with Saudi Arabia and the U.A.E. and Egypt, all of which have never been better. And it's striking that's happening on the watch of a government that domestically has been rightly criticized for some of its statements and actions with regard to the Muslim minority.

So there is hope yet. I do believe that we are going through a certain churn in our politics. You are quite right that it's reminiscent in many ways of what we're seeing around the world--the same degree of xenophobia and rejection of the "people not like us" kind of thing that you've seen in the U.S., in Brexit in Britain, in Hungary, in Erdogan's Turkey, and so on. Right across the world, there've been a lot of these tendencies, and we're seeing it rising in many parts of liberal Western Europe with the rise of AfD in Germany or the equivalent party in Austria. There have been suddenly elements given a free reign to say, We are more authentic representatives of the country than these people who worship foreign gods and speak foreign tongues. And that sort of thing, I'm afraid, is what has also been rising in India.

But I do believe that liberal, pluralistic, humane values have not been snuffed out. We are going to continue to keep them aloft in my country.

Frum: Well, you'll remember the Howdy Modi event in Houston, Texas, where in Trump's first term--

Tharoor: Right.

Frum: --where he gave a very personal greeting to Prime Minister Modi, of a kind that previous American presidents have tried absolutely to subordinate--to say, This is not a personal relationship. It's: Bush Clinton doesn't matter; whoever is the head of government in India doesn't matter. This is a national, nation-to-nation, people-to-people relationship.

But there do seem to be elements in the Trump administration (the vice president is one) that--I don't want to overstate this, but--seem to be indicating that a more Hindu, chauvinist India is what they want, just the way they want to see neo-Nazis or neofascists prevail in many European countries. And I know you're speaking to an American audience, and you want to preserve national unity, but can you talk a little bit about, from an American point of view: Are they right that the United States would be better off with a more Hindu, chauvinist India?

Tharoor: Look--I don't think the U.S. would be better off with one or the other kind of group in India. I think that the U.S.--this particular administration--may be equally comfortable with people of that persuasion. Whereas arguably, someone like Bill Clinton or Barack Obama would not have been comfortable with a more explicitly sectarian Indian government.

In fact, Obama made a famous speech in Delhi calling for greater religious tolerance at a time when Mr. Modi's government was still pretty new. So there is a difference, yes, in your domestic politics between a more liberal government and a government that considers itself more conservative. But ultimately, I still would like to believe, David, that this relationship is above and beyond that--that if tomorrow, a more liberal Indian dispensation came to power, that there would still be enough forces in America that would want to preserve a good relationship with it.

One factor, undoubtedly, is the extraordinary influence of the Indian American diaspora. It's now 3.4 million strong, which is, oh, a good 1 percent of your population, heading a little above 1 percent. And these are people with a tremendous contribution being made to America. They have the largest single median income of any ethnic group, higher than Japanese Americans, higher than white Americans. They're making significant contributions in a number of cutting-edge sectors. They're technologists. They're computer geeks. They're doctors and medical people. They're bio-technologists. They do all sorts of things in fields that America values.

They've not only done all of that--they've also got involved in your politics. There are Indian Americans among top fundraisers going back to George Bush Sr., whose leading fundraiser was an Indian American dentist in Florida. You've had Indian Americans on the campaign trail. You've had Indian Americans getting elected to office. Nikki Haley is an Indian American. Bobby Jindal is an Indian American. And of course, there will be more. There are half a dozen people of Indian origin in the U.S. Congress right now, today--six of them.

So you're looking at a community that's not only made a valuable contribution to America but that is visible, is active, is engaged in your social and political life, and therefore cannot be ignored. By extension, the country they came from and still in many cases care about cannot be ignored. Just as, you know, Jewish Americans have an impact on America's policy towards Israel, I expect Indian Americans to continue to have an impact on America's policy towards India.

And I believe that will be the case, whoever forms the government in India. I may be wrong, David. We'll find out the hard way. But as of now, the changing complexion of Indian politics may not make such a difference to the U.S. attitude to India, because there are now more and more sort of permanent structural factors sustaining that relationship, including the presence and role of the Indian diaspora in America.

Frum: Will the cease-fire hold?

Tharoor: I think so, yes. I don't really think that Pakistan has much to gain from starting a new misadventure, because India has been able to demonstrate that they can hit very hard. They've destroyed the runway in a major air base, called the Rahim Yar Khan Air Base, and have severely damaged another air base, the Air Marshal Nur Khan Air Base, which is right next to Pakistani military headquarters GHQ Rawalpindi, not far from the capital of the country. So I think it's been a sobering wake up to the Pakistanis that this is not an adversary you want to monkey around with.

Now, did they achieve their goals? Partially, yes. And Mr. Trump's statement would be cause of rejoicing in Islamabad, that, Look--we are back on the map with the U.S. They're treating us as the equal of the Indians. So they might feel that, Look--we pulled off something very good by doing what we did. I don't think they would see a reason now to get back again to the battlefield and possibly risk further defeat and further opprobrium.

They would actually feel they've actually pulled off something here. So I think not, and as far as India's concerned, India has never been the belligerent, has no interest, whatever, in initiating conflict, and ideally wants to be left alone by Pakistan to get on with its own business and focus on its economy.

So for all these reasons, I believe the cease-fire could hold, can hold, should be holding. But it's not even 24 hours yet. And in fact, on the first day of the cease-fire--which in our time zone, it's yesterday evening--I'm afraid the Pakistanis violated it in three places by sending missiles across to Indian cities, hitting civilian targets, homes, and cars. We were able to stop many of those missiles, but we did take a few blows. And we hit back, as well, in retaliation.

So the message is very clear, David. If the Pakistanis can't curb their hot heads and if they fire at us, we will fire back, and we will fire back very hard. But if they are able to curb their worst instincts and behave and actually hold their fire, we have no intention whatsoever of initiating any action. We would like the peace to hold, and we'd like to get on with our lives.

Frum: Thank you so much for making the time for us today.

Tharoor: Thank you, David. Really good speaking to you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Dr. Tharoor for joining me on the program. Because of the substance and length of our discussion today, we'll omit the viewer-question part of the program this week. I hope you will send questions for next week's programs to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com, and I hope you'll join us again next week for the next episode of The David From Show.

Remember, if you like what you hear at the on The David Frum Show, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to the Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. That's theatlantic.com/listener. And please like, subscribe, rate, review, share it any way you can, the content of this program, if you enjoy it and find it a value. We are already past in our first five episodes 1.5 million views and downloads on video and audio platforms. We hope to keep growing. We need your help to do that. So please rate, review, like, subscribe, share in any way you can, and subscribe to The Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener.

Thank you. I'm David Frum. See you next week.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum reflects on the 80th anniversary of the end of World War II in Europe, examining how postwar reconciliation--not battlefield triumph--became America's true finest hour. He contrasts that legacy with Donald Trump's recent bombastic Victory Day statement, urging a rededication to the values that built a more peaceful world.

David is then joined by The Atlantic's Anne Applebaum to discuss the astonishing and brazen corruption of the Trump presidency, how authoritarian regimes seek to break institutions, and the hardship of losing friendships to politics.

Finally, David answers listener questions on fostering open-minded political dialogue among polarized high-school students, why America hasn't developed a strong worker-based political movement like its European counterparts, and how to think about class in modern U.S. politics. He also weighs in on the risk of data suppression under the Trump administration and reflects on whether his long-held conservative values still belong to the political right.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 5 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. This week, I'll be joined by my Atlantic colleague and dear friend Anne Applebaum, one of the world's leading authorities on democracy and authoritarianism, kleptocracy, and the rule of law. I am so looking forward to the conversation with Anne, but first, some thoughts.

[Music]

This podcast will post in the week that the world commemorates the 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World War in Europe. The Nazi dictator Adolph Hitler committed suicide on April 30, 1945. After his death, the German armies in Europe, one by one, began to approach the Allied commanders to surrender--in Italy, in Northwestern Europe. Finally on May 7, the overall command structure of the German armies approached the supreme allied commander, Dwight Eisenhower, to discuss an instrument of surrender for all the remaining German forces.

The original instrument of surrender was rejected by the Soviet army. It didn't mention the Soviet Union explicitly, and they had some other objections to it, and so the final instrument was negotiated during the day of May 8--was agreed about shortly before 10 p.m. on the 8th of May--and went into effect a little past 11 p.m. on the 8th of May. Eleven p.m., May 8, was, of course, the early morning in Moscow, May 9, and so this chain of events has left ever afterwards a question mark about what is the exact and proper date of the end of the Second World War in Europe: whether it's May 8--as it was in Berlin and where the Allied armies were--or May 9, as it was in Moscow.

Of course, the war itself would continue for more months. As the Germans surrendered in the West, American forces in the Pacific were fighting a brutal battle on the island of Okinawa, one of the bloodiest battles of the whole war--certainly, I think, the bloodiest battle of the American Pacific campaign. And no one knew on the day that the Nazis surrendered how long that war in the Pacific would last, except for a handful of Americans who were party to the secret of the atomic bomb. Most Americans--most people--assumed that there was probably another year of fighting ahead, an invasion of Japan, and many thousands, maybe many hundreds of thousands, of American casualties and Allied casualties, too, because the American army that entered Japan would be supported by Commonwealth forces: Australia, British, Canadian. But the atomic bomb did explode. Japan did surrender, and the war came to an end--a final and formal end--with the surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay on the 2nd of September, 1945.

So this is a time of commemoration, and in this time, the president of the United States, Donald Trump, issued a very strange post about the event on the 8th of May. He wrote:

Many of our allies and friends are celebrating May 8th as Victory Day, but we did more than any other Country, by far, in producing a victorious result on World War II. I am hereby renaming May 8th as Victory Day for World War II and November 11th as Victory Day for World War I. We won both Wars, nobody was close to us in terms of strength, bravery, or military brilliance, but we never celebrate anything--That's because we don't have leaders anymore, that know how to do so! We are going to start celebrating our victories again!

Now, that post was such a perfect crystallization of the Trump style: bombast, boast, all of it making Trump himself the center of a story that he had nothing whatsoever to do with. The statement is unwise and unattractive in all kinds of other ways too. It denigrates the sacrifices and heroism of others. And it turns the tragedy and horror of war into a triumphant narrative that was completely alien to almost all the people who experienced it as nothing but a tale of suffering and waste and cruelty and misery.

I want to draw attention to something maybe less obvious about what is wrong--what is missing--from the president's statement. The first is, as so often when Donald Trump talks about American military history, he emphasizes power and success and triumph and military genius, but always lacking is any mention of the values for which Americans fought. America didn't go into World War II--or even World War I--to be top nation, to beat and dominate others. It went to defend things that Americans regarded as precious, and not only Americans but others too--and one of the measures of how precious those values were, not only to Americans and to others, but to the world that has grown up as a result of the war.

Because at this interval of eight decades, I think it's maybe most useful and most necessary not to think about the war that ended in Europe on May 8, or the war overall that ended on September 2 in Tokyo Bay. I think it's more useful to think about what began the process of reconstruction and reconciliation that occupied the next eight decades: the way in which former enemies became present partners, the way the Germans and the Japanese themselves discovered, in their own defeat, their own liberation because they came to accept the values for which Americans went into battle.

The story of how we turned the chaos and trauma of the Second World War into something better--and not Americans alone but Americans working with allies, working with defeated adversaries--that is not as dramatic as the battles of World War II. I don't know that people are going to make successful documentary series out of trade negotiations in food aid and the negotiation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. But those achievements were great, and they are the things that at the eighth-decade interval require us most to be mindful, because they're the things that are most in danger of being lost. You know, they're marble and bronze statues that commemorate all the horror and bloodshed of the war. But those quiet victories of peacetime that built a better world, we're in danger of forgetting them because right now, the United States is, step by step, unraveling its own great achievement.

You know, Winston Churchill described the Battle of Britain, in 1940, as Britain's finest hour. If Americans are looking for a finest hour of their own, it's not anything that happened during the war--when America was, by the way, a late entrant. It's the five, seven years, 10 years after the war, when Americans and others learned from the mistakes after the First World War and built a better world that we still enjoy. Now all of those lessons have been forgotten, and Donald Trump is single-handedly determined to repeat all the mistakes that after the First World War put the world on the path to the Second World War: protectionism, isolationism, narrow nationalism, lack of forbearance, lack of mutual understanding, lack of any understanding of America's place as a leader--because of its values, because it's a country that is admired and trusted, not just because it's a country that is strong and powerful and feared.

We should think of the 8th of May, and the Victory in Europe Day and Victory in Japan Day, as the beginnings of our modern story. And maybe the message that we need to hear from leaders is not a message of self-congratulation and self-celebration but a message of rededication to the work that was done after the end of the war to build a better world that those of us who grew up in it had the privilege of enjoying and that we are at risk of not bequeathing to the generations that come after us.

And now my conversation with Anne Applebaum. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I am so pleased and happy to welcome today Anne Applebaum to join the conversation. Anne Applebaum is one of the world's leading thinkers on problems of authoritarianism and democracy. Normally, you have to say, "English-speaking world," but not in Anne's case, because she's just been awarded a prize as a hero of the German nation. She's, of course, a colleague at The Atlantic. She is a dear friend. She is the author of books that have shaped the way we all think about these issues. Her book Gulag won the Pulitzer Prize in 2004. She really did win a prize as hero of the German nation. Other prizes, too many to count. She's also a longstanding, dear, dear friend of mine and my wife. My wife and Anne wrote a cookbook together. So we're going to be making a lot of references to a lot of common points, and I hope they're not too obscure.

But before we begin, I have to ask Anne about the president's comments this weekend about Americans, especially American girls, owning too many pencils. And the reason I'm raising this is: On my way into the little home studio I use, I accidentally tripped over the case in which my wife keeps her art supplies. So I found not one case of two dozen pencils, but all of these pencils, and I feel a certain shame that America can't be great again so long as we are indulging this insane accumulation of excessive numbers of pencils per person, especially per female person.

The president's words reminded me of a line from a movie I think we both love, Ninotchka, with Greta Garbo, in which she explains as a Russian operative that the goal of the Russian state is fewer but better Russians. And I think we're all looking forward to a world of fewer but better pencils. Well, maybe worse pencils. Is there some phrase from the Soviet Union about people who accumulate too many pencils?

Anne Applebaum: You know, I don't think, like, even Stalin had a thing about pencils or about there being too many pencils, although it's funny--I do remember there was a shortage of pencils in the Soviet Union, and it was a big problem. I know that, for example, accountants in the Gulag often had trouble getting pencils to make their accounts, and they talk about creating them from bits of charcoal, and people kept records with all kinds of things because there was a scarcity of pencils, even out there. So maybe, you know, it was a decision that Stalin made without telling us.

Of course, there's the more-famous line attributed, probably incorrectly, to Marie Antoinette, which is when she was told that the people of France have no bread, she said, "Let them eat cake." And so I suppose we're now waiting for Trump to say, They have no pencils. Let them use fountain pens.

Frum: Yeah. (Laughs.) Well, there's something that's also quaintly old-fashioned about this. Like, you realize the last time he thought about getting gifts for the children, pencils were a big item, along with a tangerine, perhaps, and maybe, like, a wooden doll. The idea that you would to modern American children say, Here you go. Happy Birthday. Pencils. (Laughs.)

Your most recent book is a book about the intersection of autocracy and corruption. And that's the theme of your most recent article, a very important article for The Atlantic. I want to start by raising a problem that you and I were talking about just before we began, which is: In the Trump era, there's just too much bad news to keep track of. There's one appalling incident after another. There's one absurd incident after another. There's this pencil matter. And so the way I thought to set you going was: I think I can group the things that have happened in this first term into six major headers, of which the corruption theme is the last and the binding one.

So the first is attacks on due process and individual liberties for disfavored entities and persons. So that's the attacks on law firms. That's the removal of due process from people who are suspected of being in the country illegally, and bags are put on their head, and they're sent to El Salvador without a hearing.

The second category--so the first is attacks on due process and rights for disfavored. The second is impunity for the favored, so pardons for the January 6 criminals, lots of pardons for, you know, Republican officeholders who get caught up in corruption charges. There seems to be one of those a week.

So due process for the disfavored, impunity for the favored. Then a foreign policy that attacks allies and then sympathizes with foreign dictators. Then the reconstruction of the whole American economy along lines that empower the state and create more favor--ability of the state to dispense favors. Attacks on science, medicine, and otherwise objective sources of information. And then, finally, self-enrichment by the president, his family, his friends.

And your--one of your many great contributions--is to say this last is the binding agent that unites all the others. Can you take it from there and explain how we should think about this?

Applebaum: So if you look around the world, if you look at what links modern dictators and stipulate that modern dictators have very different ideologies--you know, you have nationalist Russia and Communist China and theocratic Iran and whatever North Korea is and the Bolivarian socialists in Venezuela. And you ask, What is it they have in common? Why do they support one another? Which they do. Why do they help keep one another in power? Which they do. There's a whole consortium of countries keeping the Venezuelan dictator [Nicolas] Maduro in power, for example, even though they would seem to have nothing in common.

One of the answers is that they all share an interest in stealing and hiding money and in helping one another evade the sanctions that have been set up to prevent them from doing that and in perpetuating not just their own power but their own wealth. And that's a--there is now a set of systems that exist, some of which are facilitated by the Western financial world, by the offshore banking havens that we've created, and the shell-company system that we created that helps people hide money. But it's the one thing that they have all in common, and it's the one thing that they all pursue.

It's also true that when you have a declining democracy--or a mixed system, as you had in Russia, for example, in the '90s--the moment when the regime begins to really earn money is also often the moment when they really feel the need to crack down on civil liberties. Because the most effective protest movements--and Russia is the best example of this--are often the ones that organize around corruption, because people can see and feel corruption. Ordinary people, you don't need to know--you don't have to read John Stuart Mill or know the history of the American Constitution, you know, or even have much of an education. You can be living in rural Ukraine or in Somalia and you can intuitively understand that it's wrong for some people to be able to steal and keep their money, whereas other people are very poor. And so this is often the motivating and organizing idea of antiauthoritarian movements.

I mean, actually, the Ukrainian revolution of 2014--which was the moment when a lot of young Ukrainians went out on the street; they were waving EU flags; they were calling for an end of their authoritarian regime, which was at that time closely linked to Russia--that was an anti-corruption movement that was classic in this sense. So Ukrainians understood that they were poor because their leaders were rich. They understood that their leaders were tied to Russia. They imagined being part of Europe, being part of the transatlantic world as a way to have the rule of law. And to avoid that--and when they won, this was the thing that panicked Putin because it's that kind of rebellion and that kind of movement that he's most afraid of inside his own country.

And indeed, the one really successful opposition leader in Russia over the last decade was Alexei Navalny. His movement was an anti-corruption movement. His organization was called the Anti-Corruption Foundation. And he was murdered, in essence, for successfully galvanizing Russians around that theme. So this is both the thing that unifies modern dictators, and it's also the thing that often unifies their opponents.

And so the fact that the Trump administration is moving so quickly in a kleptocratic direction and beginning to eliminate, one by one, all kinds of norms, defying all kinds of laws, changing existing laws to enable theft, essentially, and to enable corruption should really alarm us because this is very often what precedes a broader crackdown on civil society. Wherever you see a regime that is rapidly accumulating money and is rapidly enriching itself, you will see some kind of resistance movement and some kind of crackdown afterwards. And that's, I suppose, why I'm so concerned about it.

Frum: In President Trump's first term, he directed money to himself in a way that had never before been seen by an American president--never remotely. Like, not in the same neighborhood. He would stay in his hotels, so the Secret Service would pay him money to protect him. He would make clear to anyone from foreign nations that if they wanted his attention, they had better stay overnight at his hotel and hold their events in his hotel. At the beginning of his presidency, when he won by surprise in 2016, a number of the Persian Gulf states, which had planned events at other hotels in early parts for Christmas 2016, hastily rebooked at the Trump Hotel to gain favor. He also moved a lot of party money--not only public money, but if you were a Republican and you wanted his endorsement, you would have an event at his hotel.

That's a lot of money. On the other hand, it's like something you'd expect from, like, a crooked governor, not someone who controls the United States. And it looks like in his second term, he thought, You know, if I ever get another chance, this time I'm going to think big. And it looks as if through his various mysterious crypto ventures, hundreds of millions of dollars, if not more, are moving from all kinds of people all over the planet to himself and to his family. And again, this is shadowy. It can't be very precise, but it looks like vastly more money than in the first term has already moved into his hands in the second.

Applebaum: It is really an extraordinary transformation. I can only attribute it, one, to greater preparation. This time, his family and some of his business contacts were prepared for him to win and had a set of plans ready to go, you know, should he become president.

Also, it's true that, as you say, in the first term, there were these small violations. There was another incident when Mike Pence went many miles out of his way to stay at a Trump Hotel in Ireland. I mean, there are all kinds of things like that that happened, and there was really no resistance. Nobody ever said, You're breaking the law. Nobody stopped him. It wasn't even really a major topic of concern among the many things that people were concerned about.

But you're right--this time around, it's very, very different. I mean, there are about four different kinds of things happening, and this is one of the reasons it's so hard to keep track of. One is violations of the emoluments clause of the Constitution. This is essentially the clause that says the U.S. president isn't supposed to benefit in any way from relationships with foreigners. Clearly, Trump benefits directly from relationships with foreigners.

You know, he was just at his golf course a few weekends ago, where a tournament was taking place that's sponsored by state-owned Saudi companies. The head of the Saudi sovereign-wealth fund, which is one of the sponsors, was actually there. So he would've met many Saudi people who are his investors, essentially, and clients who, of course, are also interested in his Middle Eastern policy and in American foreign policy. So you could argue that they were there if--maybe it's touchy to say they were trying to buy American foreign policy, but they were certainly trying to influence it. Why else? Why else would they be? Why else would they be there?

Secondly, there are conflicts of interest, and this, again, is on a scale that we have never seen before. Elon Musk has been put in charge of--with his group of DOGE, whoever they are, engineers and internet trolls, have been in charge of--taking over and managing regulatory bodies who regulate Musk's own companies. He's also got control and the power to hire and fire people at agencies that subsidize his companies.

So in other words, he can determine government policy towards his own companies. He can direct money towards his companies if he wants to. He can eliminate regulations of his companies if he wants to. And he is somebody who has been found in violation of all kinds of regulations--pollution regulations, other kinds of legal issues have plagued a lot of his companies from the beginning. And he now has been given a mechanism to escape that. And I should say, he's just the most egregious version of this. There are many people throughout this administration who have kept their private interests, who haven't recused themselves from investment issues, you know, who have nevertheless kept their jobs.

Thirdly, there are legal changes. There are laws that were on the books that the Trump Department of Justice or the Treasury Department will not enforce. There's something called the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. This was designed to forbid U.S. entities from bribing companies abroad. That law is now not being enforced. There's also a Corporate Transparency Act, which was designed to force the owners of shell companies and anonymous properties to register their names so that when someone bought, for example, an apartment in a Trump building, we would know who the real owner was--you know, is it Joe Smith down the street, or is it a Kazak billionaire who's interested in having influence on the U.S. government? And they have now said they will not be enforcing that law either.

And then finally, there is outright corruption. So Trump has created a cryptocurrency company, World Liberty Financial, which appears to be attracting investors who have a direct interest either in escaping a regulation or, in some cases, a lawsuit or an indictment by the federal government, or who have some interest in influencing Trump or his family in some other way. And as you say, there may be hundreds of millions of dollars flowing into this project and into others. We have no clear way to keep track of it. We don't know the exact relationship between those investors and decisions made by the Treasury Department or the Justice Department. And it is, again, corruption and self-dealing on a scale that we've never seen in American history. And this really puts this administration in a completely different league.

Frum: There's nothing like it, because the presidencies that are thought of as corrupt--Harding, Ulysses Grant--what happened there was you had a typically inattentive president, or in Grant's case, a president who was a little too protective of his beloved wife's relatives and turned a blind eye to corrupt practices by people around him, and maybe the president should have known what was going on. In Grant's case, Grant was obviously no fool. He should have known what was going on. Harding was more of a fool.

But the presidents themselves, the money didn't stick to them. And people remember Teapot Dome as being associated with Harding, but Harding didn't benefit from Teapot Dome. He just was ineffective and inattentive. In the same way, Grant didn't get rich as president. His wife's family picked up some lucrative positions and made dirty tens or maybe even hundreds of thousands of dollars in the money of the day. But again, Grant was inattentive and overprotective. FDR allowed some of his children to engage in business practices that they should not have--no suggestion that any of it stuck to him. Again, inattentive and overindulgent. Those are the practices. It has never been a case of money flowing into the hands of a president as president on this kind of scale.

Now, one of the questions that will, I'm sure, be occurring to many people who watch and listen is, Isn't this illegal? And you've cited some specific laws. There's also--we discussed this a couple of weeks ago with Peter Keisler, the former acting attorney general--there are general background statutes that say you can't use public office at all, in any way that benefits yourself. You know, even if we haven't specified, This is forbidden, there's a general, Oh, and one more thing. You can't do this. But as you were saying, all of this depends on the president to enforce the law. And if the president is determined not to, and punishes those who try and removes those who try, the system in the end cannot be enforced against the wish of the president, at least not so long as he has Congress on his side.

Applebaum: Presumably, the body that would be responsible for enforcing, you know, corruption laws against the president is the Department of Justice. And the Department of Justice in this administration is fully controlled by the president. There's a very political, very partisan group of people in charge of it.

We are hearing all the time--I'm sure you've heard this, as well--about current employees of the Department of Justice resigning. Some have done it publicly; some have done it more quietly. They're, you know, looking for jobs afterwards, and they don't want to be in the newspapers. But there are many people who are resigning because the department isn't doing its job, not just in terms of enforcing the laws on the president but everyone else.

And so what we're going to have very soon is a very, very partisan group of lawyers--or pseudo-lawyers--who are supposed to be enforcing the law but who are all there serving at the pleasure of the president, not there to enforce the Constitution or the legal system. You know, it's always a tough thing. I've encountered this problem in other countries. I mean, sometimes it's called the chief prosecutor. In our system, it's called the attorney general. It's always a tough thing to say that that person is independent of the president, even though they're appointed by the president. I mean, they're meant to act independently. In theory, they should have the mentality of someone acting independently. And it's always--that's always a touchy thing to ensure.

But at least in the last, you know--in modern American history, those people have, you know, sought to attain and to portray some kind of independence. They take an oath, not to the president personally but to the legal system, to the law. They attract the best lawyers in the countries--very young, idealistic people, because those are people who want to work for the U.S. government, for the American people, not for the personal benefit, the financial benefit of the president.

I'm sure, you know, listeners can point to many exceptions and moments when, you know, the system hasn't worked. But that was the theory of it. That was the idea. You know, how do you get and ensure rule of law? You get it by having people inside the system who have some kind of independence, some sense of independence. And some of this is not ensured by some statute in the Constitution or some legal rule. It's assured by the ethos of the people who go to work for the Department of Justice or the ethos of people who become judges. You know, people don't become a judge--they don't become a federal judge--because they want to enrich the president's family. They do it because they feel some fealty to the Constitution. And that system has worked up until now, and now we will see whether this second Trump administration can break it.

I would add one other thing, which is that we know that people who were being asked for promotion and who are being up for promotion inside the Department of Justice, some of them have been asked very political questions. For example, What do you think happened on January 6? And the right answer, of course, is that, you know, The great American patriots arose up to ensure that the correctly elected president, Donald Trump, would remain in office. And people who are unable to say that--because, of course, it's not true, and so if you're saying it, you're lying--they're not going to get promoted in Trump's Department of Justice. So we're going to have a very different body of people seeking to enforce the law, and you can already see the results.

Frum: Yeah. Bad character becomes a bona fide job qualification.

You point to something here, and this is how this becomes a linking theme: When you're doing a backsliding democracy--we're not, of course; this is not a full-blown dictatorship like Maduro's Venezuela; this is a backsliding democracy like those we've seen in other parts of the world, in Central and Eastern Europe and perhaps in parts of East Asia, as well--it becomes quite dangerous to be the chief executive, because you're accumulating all this money.

There are, actually, statutes on the books that say you're not supposed to do this. And there are broken but still present parts of the bureaucracy that are theoretically supposed to enforce these laws against you. So you need, for self-preservation, one by one to shut them down. And that is, I think, the linking point between Donald Trump's repressive agenda and his corruption agenda. The corruption agenda is possibly legally dangerous, unless you break, also, all the rest of the state.

Applebaum: Yeah, no. He's going to have to break a lot of institutions. I mean, he's seeking to break the Department of Justice right now. He will have to break the FBI, which he's already partway towards doing by putting, you know, the extreme partisan Kash Patel in charge of it. He may eventually have to break the federal judicial bench. I mean, you know, the people who are the judges in our political system at the federal level are all people--I mean, including and maybe even especially the conservatives are all people--who have made the Constitution a kind of fetish. You know, these are often constitutional originalists, you know, people whose theory of the judiciary is that we should hew as closely as possible to the letter and the spirit of the law as it was written in the 18th century. So he will have to either defy all of those people or find some way of getting around them or find some way of intimidating them if he is to continue.

So you're right: This creates an enormous interest that he has--and many of the people around him have--to continue breaking and subjugating those institutions. Plus, there's a whole host of other--I mean, anybody whose job is transparency (that includes journalists; that includes investigative groups, you know, the consortia of journalists and NGOs who've been created over the years to do investigative reporting), a lot of those are going to become targets. And some already have been, you know, either targets of smear campaigns on Twitter, or maybe they will even be investigated by the administration itself. All of those things--those transparency bodies, those legal bodies, all of them--will have to be somehow pushed out of the way if this accumulation of funds is to continue.

Frum: Yeah, I mean, one of the things that Trump and his defenders often say is they feel uniquely persecuted: No president has ever been investigated as much. No president has been convicted of crimes before. No president has been impeached twice. And they don't connect any of these results, the predicates of their own action.

But what is revealing about those comments is they reveal how endangered Trump and the people around him feel. I mean, even if, in the end, the American political system cannot hold a president to account, which looks like something we discovered about the system in the Biden years. That had a president who tried to overthrow the government of the United States; there's lots of evidence he'd taken bribes, he'd stolen documents, and everybody seemed to make a kind of collective, unspoken decision, You know what? Too big. We can't deal with this. But lots of other people went--a thousand people who took part in the January 6 crime were prosecuted and were sentenced. The others are also in danger, so they become co-authors of the need to break institutions with the president, who may, in the end, get away with it because the American system can't do that to its own president.

Applebaum: That's interesting. I mean, I hadn't thought of that psychological insight, namely that they talk all the time about being prosecuted and being victims and so on, and maybe it's because they, you know--of course, they know they're guilty. They know they broke the law. They know what happened on January 6. They know how much money they're stealing. So you're right. Maybe they do feel--maybe it's a reflection, a kind of authentic reflection of how afraid they feel. And they are all people who are engaged in breaking the law and in destroying and undermining the Constitution. And they're, perhaps at some level, consciously or unconsciously afraid eventually they might pay a price for it.

I mean, this, of course--we see this also in other countries. I mean, you know, why is Netanyahu, for example, so keen to break the Israeli judicial system? It's partly because he, too, is worried about being held to account. You know, why is Viktor Orban so determined to stay in office despite the fact that his--this is the prime minister of Hungary--you know, his numbers are falling? He has a real political opponent. You know, what might persuade him to try and to, you know, block that political opponent, maybe even through illegal means? It's also, again, the fear that the very real crimes he's carried out--the money that he stole and the money that his family have benefited from taking from the Hungarian state--you know, maybe that's going to be investigated. So their anxiety and paranoia has a real basis. You're right.

Frum: And if there are free and fair midterm elections, given the very bad economic news that seems to be arriving day by day, Congress can be an investigative body, even if you can shut down the Department of Justice. So you have to worry--you just have all these points of danger, and you have to shut them down one by one, the free press being one of the most important.

Now, historically, Americans have seldom cared all that much about corruption and government. People always cite Watergate. But I think one of the things I think we've all learned from the Trump years is: If 1974, if instead of being the worst economic year since the Great Depression, the year of Watergate--if it had been a great economic year, I am no longer very confident that Richard Nixon would've been in much trouble, and that people were ready to hear bad news about Watergate because it was a terrible year economically: inflation and unemployment and oil shortages and gas lines. But 2017, 2018, 2019 were pretty prosperous years. And although the offenses that were happening over those years--not as big as now, but bigger than anything ever seen before--Americans tended to shrug as, by the way, they mostly shrugged through Teapot Dome.

Applebaum: I wonder if it's that or whether it's the extreme, you know, partisanship that we now live in that makes people literally unable to see Trump's corruption. And this is a theme you may also be interested to discuss. I have one or two friends who, during the Biden years, became very angry by what they perceived to be as Biden's corruption--nothing that was ever proven, nothing that was ever shown.

There were a lot of rumors about what Hunter Biden had done or not done. You know, as far as I can see, Hunter Biden was guilty of taking advantage of his father's name, and he got himself appointed to a couple of boards. But there is no--you know, we're not even living in the same world, you know, the world in which it's very bad that Hunter Biden was on a board of a Ukrainian or any other company because of who his surname was, and the world in which the president himself is openly taking hundreds of millions of dollars in de facto bribes from all over the world. These aren't really the same planet.

And yet, you can find people who will say, What about Hunter Biden? Or Joe Biden was very corrupt too. And that's a fallback position that people continue to find very useful. And if you live in the media bubble where you watch Fox News and your information comes from the right, then you probably haven't heard very much about the scale of corruption in the Trump administration, and you've probably heard endlessly about Hunter Biden.

And so that's the other piece of the story that's, I think, maybe even different from the 1970s. I don't think we were that divided. I don't think we were that partisan. I mean, of course, in the 1970s, the other thing that happened was that we had--you know, it was the Republicans, ultimately, who held Nixon to account, and the Republican Senate and the Republican Congress who put pressure on him to resign. And we don't have that anymore either. We're missing this really vital piece of the U.S. Constitution. We're missing--as you said a minute ago, we're missing Congress. And if there are no leaders on the right--if there are no Republican leaders who are willing to stand up to this--then maybe it's not surprising that ordinary Americans who take their steer from their political leaders don't see it either. They're not hearing anyone talk about it. They're not hearing anyone investigate it or say anything about it at all.

Frum: Well, Hunter Biden stands in a long and rather dismal American tradition of the bad relative of the serving president. And there is almost always one of these. Jimmy Carter's brother, Billy. You go through the list. George H. W. Bush had a son who traded on the family name. There's almost always a relative. I think Eisenhower is the only one where all the brothers were as exceptional as Eisenhower himself, each in his own way. Usually, there's a disgraceful relative out there. Franklin Delano Roosevelt's children--my God--they were the Hunter Bidens of their day, and they did all kinds of shady business deals.

But this maybe does create some shadow of permission for those who want to believe in Trump, because if you are minded to ignore what's going on, you can say, Well, every president has a son or brother, a nephew, who is making a dishonest living of hundreds of thousands of dollars by trading on the president's name and selling paintings to people who obviously are not interested in the quality of the art in the painting. And therefore, that practice inures you or predisposes you, as you said, if you're partisan, to say, And therefore, there's no difference between the president himself taking hundreds of millions of dollars--not hundreds of thousands--and using it in a way that that directly influences American politics in ways we can see. 

The crypto industry is going to go unregulated, in part because the crypto industry has directed so much money to Donald Trump. Or the direct benefit--apparently, as best we can tell--to Elon Musk's companies and interests have flowed from his actions in government. These are different kinds of things, but if you want to give yourself permission to cite Franklin Roosevelt's children or Joe Biden's, you can do that, but you're not telling yourself the truth. You're saying, here are two things, and we can apply words to these two quite different things and use words to make them seem similar, even though they're not.

Applebaum: Yeah. No, but it's effective. I mean, you know, I have heard people use this logic and make these arguments, and it seems to be useful in, you know, convincing people who might otherwise have some doubts about Trump and the Trump administration, who might otherwise feel a little uncomfortable about supporting something that's this obviously corrupt.

I mean, there's another mechanism that I'm also worried about, and this is something you get in authoritarian regimes, which is: When you have a political leader who so constantly and repeatedly lies himself--I mean, Trump was lying just the other day about gas prices, for example. He says they're lower than they are. And he will lie about the effect of tariffs as they come in. He lies about things that people can see and feel. I mean, Americans who buy gas know what the price of gas is, you know, so Trump saying it's something else doesn't change that.

But when the president lies like that, he creates, also, an atmosphere where people say, like, The president is lying, and who knows what's really true? I have no idea what any of this means. I'm just going to stay out of it. Like, I'm staying home. I'm not going to involve myself in this totally corrupt, dishonest world that is our political system. I'm not going to participate. I'm not going to engage. How can I have any influence in a world where--as my friend Peter Pomerantsev used this Hanna Arendt quote for his book title, you know--nothing is true and everything is possible? Anything can happen, and I don't have any control on it.

So you can see, you know, the beginnings of, really, an attempt not just to keep journalists out and people who are interested in transparency and accountability out, but also everybody out. You know, nobody's going to want to be part of this completely corrupt system where everyone is bad.

Frum: Some of this, I think, is an unintended result. And I think I'll give two examples from the weekend that I suspect even the politically engaged people who would listen to a podcast like this will recognize in themselves what I'm describing.

So over the weekend just passed, President Trump tweeted about restoring Alcatraz as a federal prison. Now, this can't happen. I mean, Alcatraz is an ancient prison. It's been a federal museum, I think, for half a century. The cells are not to modern standards. You can't do it. And it looks like what happened was a TV station that he was watching had a movie that was set in Alcatraz, and he watched the movie and thought, Alcatraz, I'm going to make that a prison again. And as the whim formed itself in his impulsive brain, he put a message on Truth Social that he wants to do this.

Should you react to that or not? And I think most of us react, I'm not going to react to--that's so obviously something that's not going to happen. That's not a real thing. It's just noise. And I'm sure that's the correct response for each of us as working individuals with finite time and finite energy. You know, you can't react to everything crazy he says, because he says more crazy things than you can have reactions to. On the other hand, it opens a process of endless devaluation of the president's words, that what the president says really doesn't matter.

So in that same weekend, President Trump posted on Truth Social a comment about how he wanted to have tariffs on movies to create an all-in-America movie industry. So that's a little less impossible than turning Alcatraz back into a federal prison. It's also pretty impossible and something that he's probably not going to do. And again, but it's something that could happen, unlike the Alcatraz example. And so should you take the energy--if you're a journalist who writes about these things, if you're a concerned citizen--to react to the movie thing, or should you let that one go?

And there's this endless pushing of just, he says so much stuff that's nonsense that you actually begin--and your more sophisticated peers will say, You're kind of a sucker. It's just something the president said. He says things all the time. You can't react to that. And then when he says, I don't know whether I'm bound to--in the same weekend--I don't know whether I'm bound to obey the Constitution or not, which is something he said, is that something we should dismiss? Is that Trump just gassing? Or is that something that is directionally significant?

So he wears down people, even who are the most committed, by saying so many things that are just ridiculous, but buried in them are little poison barbs of danger.

Applebaum: No, I mean, and he devalues the word of the president. Nobody knows whether to take him seriously or not. And you're right: And then when we come to a moment where it matters what the president says, and it matters what decision he takes, and it matters whether he believes in the Constitution or not, there will be a lot of people who have tuned out because there's so much noise.

You know, the president a couple of days ago posted a photograph of himself dressed as the pope, a kind of AI image of himself--you know, profoundly insulting to millions of Catholics around the world who are still in mourning for the late pope. And all of it contributes to this atmosphere where people just want to say, Well, I don't--this is too much. I can't stand it. I'm not going to participate, and I'm going home. 

And that is that is the quintessential authoritarian tactic, you know? Because what you want is to rule behind a shadow of secrecy. You know, you want to be able to steal the money or take the money and have no one know about it. You want to be enacting, you know, laws and rules of your own design in the dark, without courts, without judges, without attention. And you want the population to be dulled and bored and angry and cynical, and you want them all to stay home. And so we see all that. We've seen this movie before in other countries, I should say, and we're seeing it happen in the United States right now.

Frum: Well, let me wrap up by taking us in a slightly different direction to something that it's a little uncomfortable for us to discuss. When you and I talk about people who do this or people who do that, it's not just a figure of speech. We're talking about people oftentimes who we know personally, know sometimes quite well, because--I think you a little less than me, but I very much come from the conservative political tradition, very much a conservative legal tradition. I was a president of the Federalist Society on a college campus a long time ago. And many of these people are people you also have come into contact with. And we watch people we know, sometimes cynically--or at least at the start, it's cynical, and then it becomes more fanatical--you know, people we knew from the Claremont Colleges, which has somehow become a center of right-wing anti-Constitutionalism.

How do you cope with this in your--and I'm not going to ask you to use names or anything like that--but in your private life, how do you cope with people whom you once held dear going off in these bad paths?

Applebaum: So this was a topic of my previous book, Twilight of Democracy. I had this experience, actually, in multiple countries because--I don't know if you would call me conservative or Republican, but I was certainly an anti-communist, and that put me in that camp for many years. And my friends in Poland, where I lived part of the time, and in London, where I worked for many years, and in the United States also I came from that world. And I watched that world divide in many places.

And it's funny: I thought that in 2016, I'd been through that--in 2015 in Poland, 2016 in the U.S., that I'd been through that, that the divisions had resolved themselves, that the people who were really fanatical and wound up being pro-Trump or fanatically pro-Brexit in some cases, you know, that they had sort of faded out of my life. And then I discovered in this election cycle in 2024 that there were new incidents of it, and there were new friends who were put off, whether it was by transgender issues or whether it was by economic issues, who found themselves wanting to support Trump. And I, frankly, don't cope very well with it. I know some people are better at separating their political views and their private lives than I am. I know a lot of people have relatives who are on the other side of a divide, and they have to live with them because you don't desert your elderly father for something like that.

But I have found it difficult because this story comes so close to, I want to say, values that I hold but also values that I thought all of us shared, you know? So the people who I know and who I consider to be friends, I think of them as people who believe in the rule of law, who support the Constitution, who think, you know, a democratic political system is better, who are bothered by lying in politics. And, you know, it's not that we all share--we don't have to have the same views about everything, but there are these kind of basic values that we share, and I've discovered that that's not true. And I find it now difficult to deal with people who now live in this other reality.

And the thing I'm most afraid of now is that once you made the decision to vote for Trump in 2024, especially--in 2016, it was different because we didn't really know what kind of a president he was going to be. It could have been a protest. You didn't like Hillary Clinton, whatever. There were reasons why people did it. When you chose in 2024, you chose someone who had broken the law in multiple ways, and you knew it. You know, you chose someone who sought to overthrow the results of the election of 2020, and you knew it. So you were choosing someone who you knew to be lawless, who you knew had disdain for American institutions. And I think that the people who made that decision are going to have a lot of trouble backtracking, moving back on it.

I've seen lots of commentary now about, you know, Trump did this or that, you know, Are the people who voted for him going to be sorry now? And I think it's going to be a long time before they're sorry, because they made this intellectual commitment to something that was against many of the things that they stood for. They had to justify it to themselves in many different ways. We just talked about one of them--because, you know, because Biden is corrupt, whatever.

And now it's going to be very hard to turn around and say, That was wrong. You know, it's going to be--you know, they will stick to this. They will go stand by it. They will find new reasons to support Trump, precisely because it was such a bad choice, and precisely because they had to overcome their own internal doubts, and precisely because they know he broke the law, and precisely because they know he has disdain for things that they say that they value. And so I worry that it's going to be very hard to make up with them at some point in the future.

Frum: Anne, let me end with this last, more hopeful thought. Maybe what happens in the lives of countries is: You get these periodic moral crises as a sort of prod to alert us. I mean, American politics was much cleaner after Watergate than it had ever been before. Before the Second World War, America was a democracy for some people; but for many, not. I mean, there's a lot of research now about how much of the Nuremberg laws the Nazis imposed on German Jews in 1935 were based on the everyday practices in southern American states in 1934. And not only did the Nazis notice it, but Americans noticed it, too, and became ashamed. And you wonder: If there hadn't been a World War II, and if there hadn't been a Cold War, would the transition away from racial segregation in this country have been as dramatic and decisive and more or less peaceful as it was?

So maybe this is one of those--I think, doesn't Lincoln say something in the second inaugural address about how this is one of those offenses that needs to come? And maybe it's an offense that needed to come because the people who'd grown up since the Cold War had lost sight of some of the things that we experienced during the Cold War, but why democracy was precious and worth fighting for.

Applebaum: The feeling of losing things and the understanding that something is slipping away can be very dramatic. It can galvanize people to resist. That's true. And you can hear in the national conversation--I had a conversation with a niece yesterday, and I've talked to a lot of other younger people. They feel and understand that something is wrong and that something is being lost, and they are beginning now to reorient themselves to think about how they protect it or how they save it, or how they change the country in ways that make sure it doesn't happen again.

I mean, it may be that, you know, certainly as we've been discussing, there has been a long slide in this direction. You know, it wasn't just as if Trump, you know, arrived in January and suddenly began to do things that had no precedent. I mean, he had a precedent in his first term. The decline of the electoral system began, you know, much longer ago with Citizens United [ v. FEC]. You know, the role of money in politics has been increasing. You can trace--he's part of a path. But he is now creating a crisis that takes us off that slow glide and makes this into a moment that could galvanize people. And you're right. I hope it will.

Frum: Anne, there's never a conversation I have with you where I don't come away feeling I've learned something and maybe also steeled myself to try a little harder and better. So thank you. It's such a pleasure, and it's such a kind act that you would come and talk to me. Bye-bye.

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Anne Applebaum for that fascinating and inspiring conversation. I'm so grateful to her for joining The David Frum Show. Now I'm going to put in a commercial here for The Atlantic because Anne and I are colleagues there. If you like what you see and hear on The David Frum Show, remember, you can support Anne's work and mine and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to the Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. Repeat that slowly: theatlantic.com/listener.

And now some questions from viewers and listeners that I'll try my best to answer. The first question is from Soren. Soren writes: "I'm a high-school student in Seattle, and I've noticed many of my peers are deeply polarized, often echoing media talking points and struggling to engage in thoughtful political discussions, especially across party lines. How can I encourage more open, level-headed political conversations among young people who seem entrenched in tribal thinking?"

Well, Soren, I commend you for this open-minded approach and for your patience with your peers, and I salute the question you're asking. It's a difficult problem. And look--it's not like those of us who are older succeed any better at it than those of you who are younger.

I think one thing--I remember doing this when I was in high school and debating with my friends--is sometimes saying, Look--I'll tell you what: I'm going to give you one thing to read, and you can do the same for me. You give me something you want me to read; I'll give you something I'd like you to read. Let's read them both together and then talk about afterwards what we've read. And if you can limit the conversation to what's on the page--no "what about" questions, no Well, what do you also think?--just what's on the page, I think the more you channel a conversation, the more productive it can be. And at the very least, you can introduce your friends to a better quality of reading material than maybe they've been reading so far.

Here's a question from Bruno: "In the latter part of the 19th and first half of the 20th century, working classes supported political movements that bettered their lives against the so-called robber barons. Now it seems they support political movements which worsen their lives to the benefit of billionaires. Why?"

Well, congratulations, Bruno, for putting your finger on one of the most vexed questions in all of American history and political science. In the 19th century, across most of the industrial world--Germany, Great Britain, Belgium, Italy--there arose social democratic parties associated with trade unions that tried to advance a worker-focused agenda. The United States never produced such a movement, such a party. Instead, the United States produced protest movements that operated within and against both the Republican and Democratic Parties, never producing a really effective broad-based social democratic movement. So that's the historical part.

To your question about the present day, I think the problem is: In the modern world, the idea of working class is an idea that makes less and less sense. So many people claim to be working class, and it's often very hard to understand exactly what they mean, or they mean contradictory things. Very classic example: Imagine an argument over Thanksgiving dinner between one brother-in-law with a high-school diploma--is working as a car salesman, and in a good year might make $120,000 and in a bad year makes $60,000, but has not that much status in society and is a little insecure about his academic bona fides--and he argues with his brother-in-law who is an adjunct professor at a local college and who makes maybe $45,000 a year but who has a Ph.D. Which of them is working class? Well, they will argue about that all night.

I think just generally, class-based analysis doesn't really work all that well in America, because it's a country with so many differences of people's situations that people often end up transposing class as a marker of attitude and consumption patterns.

I remember, a political scientist named Charles Murray wrote a quiz years ago in which he asked the question, How thick was your bubble? And he had a set of questions, and they were all cultural. What kind of clothes did you wear? What kind of cars did you drive? That's what made you working class. And the idea was: He was very hostile to people who got a lot of their position in society from their levels of education. But if a person with a lot of education is economically precarious and works under the direction and control of others, I don't know what we are saying when we say that that person is or isn't working class.

In 2024, Donald Trump did very well among the most affluent people in society. The Republican vote still skews rich. There are a lot of people who will tell you it doesn't. But the way they get to the claim that the Republican Party is a working-class party is by using education as their metric, rather than income or rather than working under the supervision and control of others.

From Jeff: "At what point will the Trump administration start fudging or outright falsifying economic data, such as jobs reports, inflation measures, and consumer-confidence data, and other traditional information put out by the departments of labor or commerce? And how will we even know the information is bogus?"

This is a great question and an important question. A big part of the project of Elon Musk's DOGE--I don't know if I'm supposed to pronounce it "dog" or "doja"--group was to break a lot of the conveyor belts for reliable public information, not so much to create false information but just to withdraw accurate information. And we see the president himself doing his bit by making up these crazy stories about the price of gasoline, based on strange data sequences like wholesale prices, not the price of the pump.

Mercifully, there is abundant private-sector data on many economic issues that you can get some idea of whether things are right or wrong. The government produces jobs reports, but there is a lot of information on purchasing and things like that that tends to be proprietary and is sometimes expensive. But the people who care about these issues can track and will begin to sound an alert if the government information is wrong. I would worry in the immediate term not about false information but about lacking information, absent information, broken information. That's the direction the Trump administration, with Elon Musk's help, seems to be heading.

And the last question from Colin--he quotes something I said on air in an episode or two back: "I had always thought of myself as a conservative because I believe in things like a strong and robust foreign policy to oppose authoritarians abroad in free markets and personal liberties and in constitutional values that underpin our democracy." Colin asked, "Well, why do you call those things conservative?"

And I suppose I'm reflecting the world in which I came of age. But in the late 1970s, the question of market or not market, that was a lively debate. And the people who were skeptical of markets proudly identified themselves as being on the left. That was a time when there was a lot of post-Vietnam trauma over America's role in the world. And the people who were more skeptical of that role, who doubted that the United States was a force for good or, anyway, thought that good intentions would likely go awry again, they mostly--not always, but they mostly--identified themselves proudly as being on the left. And so it seemed to me that the people who are opposite those things were the people on the right.

But many of these are deep American values that at normal times are more broadly shared. Unfortunately, we live right now in what is not a normal time. And a lot of the things that I thought of when I was a young Reagan enthusiast in 1980 as belonging to the Republican Party and the conservative movement, they've surrendered those commitments and those beliefs. And it's shameful for them and sad for all the rest of us.

Thank you for listening today to The David Frum Show. We'll be back next week with more. And again, the best way to support our work if you like what we're doing is subscribe to The Atlantic. But otherwise, visit us here on YouTube or your favorite podcasting platform for more next week of The David Frum Show.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses how misinformation, distrust in science, and extremist rhetoric are fueling a deadly resurgence of preventable diseases in the United States--and urges clear and responsible leadership to protect public health.

He's then joined by Alan Bernstein, the director of global health at the University of Oxford, to examine the long-term consequences of the right's war on science and vaccine research.

Finally, David answers listener questions on creating laws to counter Trump's norm violations, on David's confidence in the future of free and fair elections, and how to teach civics to high schoolers in the Trump era.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 4 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. Thank you for all who watched and listened to the first three episodes. All of us at The Atlantic and at The David Frum Show are so gratified by the extraordinary response to our first three episodes, and we hope to continue to meet your expectations in this and future episodes.

My guest today is Alan Bernstein, director of global health at Oxford University. Alan Bernstein coordinates all the health and medical research across the vast domain of Oxford University and tries to ensure that scientists talk to each other and talk to the public in ways that benefit the safety of the whole planet. Before that, Alan served as the founder and president of the Canadian Institutes [of] Health Research, a coordinating body for health research across all of Canada, much like the Centers for Disease Control in the United States. And before that, he rose to fame and eminence as one of the world's leading researchers in cancer and virology. So I'm very glad to be joined today by Alan Bernstein.

And first, some preliminary remarks on the subjects we'll be talking about in today's discussion.

[Music]

Frum: As I record this episode in late April 2025, the United States is gripped by an outbreak of measles. More than 800 cases have been diagnosed in 24 states. Three people are dead: two of them, unvaccinated school-aged children; one of them, an unvaccinated adult.

We are only about one-third of the way through the year 2025, and yet the United States has suffered nearly triple the number of cases of measles in 2025 as it did in all of 2024. Measles is caused, of course, by a pathogen, but it is enabled by human ignorance and human neglect. Rising numbers of children are going unvaccinated. About a third of American children fail to get the full suite of vaccines that the CDCs--Centers for Disease Control--recommends. And about 7 percent of American children go unvaccinated against measles, mumps, and rubella.

These are invitations to human harm and human suffering, and they come about because of a rise in American attitudes of ignorance and unawareness about the causes of disease and how diseases are prevented. Let me read you a recent statement from the Kaiser Family Foundation, an important source of health and medical-research information.

Here's Kaiser:

When it comes to false claims that the [MMR] vaccines have been proven to cause autism, that vitamin A can prevent the measles infections, or that getting the measles vaccine is more dangerous than becoming infected with measles, less than 5 percent of adults say they think these claims are "definitely true," and much larger shares say they are "definitely false."

That's the good news. Returning to Kaiser:

However, at least half of adults are uncertain about whether these claims are true or false, falling in the "malleable middle" and saying each claim is either "probably true" or "probably false." While at least half of adults express some level of uncertainty, partisans differ in the shares who say each of these false claims is definitely or probably true, with Republicans and independents at least twice as likely as Democrats to believe or lean towards believing each false claim about measles. One-third of Republicans and a quarter of independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that the MMR vaccines have been proven to cause autism, compared to one in 10 Democrats; three in 10 Republicans and independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that vitamin A can prevent measles compared to 14 percent of Democrats; and one in five Republicans and independents believe or lean toward believing that the measles vaccine is more dangerous than measles infections compared to about one in 10 Democrats.

Republicans are believing things that are putting their own children at risk. We see again here how the MAGA cult is becoming a death cult that consumes the lives of its believers. Hundreds of thousands of Americans died preventably from the COVID virus.

Your chance of dying from COVID was about the same whether you were a Republican or a Democrat. The disease did not discriminate by political affiliation. But after vaccines became available, the disease began to discriminate. Suddenly, people in blue towns and blue states began to survive the disease at much higher rates than people in red towns and red states. Those deaths were overwhelmingly concentrated in areas where people were loyal to Republican ideas and listened to Republican influencers. The price of believing your favorite right-of-center influencer could have been your own life.

What kind of political movement sacrifices its own people in that way--to make some point, to make money, or to score a political jab against an opponent? It's a little hard to explain exactly what they thought they were doing--it's not hard to explain it. It's a little unpleasant to contemplate the explanation of what they thought they were doing. But we can measure the effect of what they were doing in lost lives. And now with the spread of measles and the shrinkage of measles vaccines according to political affiliation, we can see this same horrible process of death by political partisanship reoccurring in the middle 2020s as at the beginning of the 2020s.

Against this spread of weaponized ignorance, what is needed is the clearest possible messages from everyone in positions of authority--whether public or private--that it is your duty as a parent to see that your child is vaccinated against preventable disease, and if your children are unvaccinated, you have failed in your duty as a parent. And that is a message that needs to be spread by everyone who's in a position to spread a message. And the authorities should also say that in the hard cases where it can be shown that a child died because of an intentional failure by the parent to vaccinate the child, that parent should be held to account--in much the same way as, in my opinion, if the child died because of an unsecured firearm in the child's home left there by a parent, the parent should be held to account. Protecting your child is your most important duty as a parent. Put the gun in a safe, and make sure the child is vaccinated.

And yet, instead, we are seeing people put into positions of high authority who are not only hesitant to spread that message, but in fact are the leading hoaxsters and fraudsters against the vaccines. At the head of the Department of Health and Human Services is the most notorious proponent of letting people suffer measles death--of spreading false claims, outrageous claims, debunked claims, exploded claims against the vaccines--and by the way, demeaning and insulting people who struggle with autism. People with autism can live meaningful lives, yet according to our present secretary, they're no better than wasted lives and useless people who need to be counted in some kind of registry so we can keep tab of their numbers--for what sinister purpose, who can barely begin to imagine? But clearly not for a purpose of respect and dignity.

And because of this outrageous and cruel lack of regard for people who are on the autism spectrum--many of which scans a lot of cases, both worst cases and less-bad cases--he is urging Americans, or he has, over his lifetime, urged Americans to leave their children unvaccinated. And his secretary of Health and Human Services is staffing his agency with people who are mealy mouthed or worse in the fight against this preventable, unnecessary cause of death.

The anti-vax ideology comes from some strange places. It comes, I think, in the first place from a myth of a benign nature. That's, I think, one of the reasons why it tended to, maybe before the Trump era, be so prevalent on certain parts of, like, the vegetarian left. If you believe that nature is kind and good and benign and only human--and the only wickedness is human--and if you are unaware of how massively human lives were at risk from disease before the modern era, it may seem like, Why am I intruding into my beautiful child's body this sharp needle then that makes them squawk for a moment, and introducing these foreign substances? Why would I do that when nature wants us all to live and rejoice?

Well, nature doesn't want you to live and rejoice. Nature is utterly indifferent to your hopes and wishes. (Laughs.) And if it were up to nature, half your children would be dead. You'd be dead, too, by age 50, at the latest. Nature is not our friend. Nature is a resource that we must protect and steward, but it is not our friend. It does not wish us well. It doesn't have wishes at all.

I think some of the anti-vax cult also comes from another myth: the myth of malign government--not just that government is inefficient, as it often is, and clumsy, as it often is, but that actually there's some kind of secret conspiracy up there of people who, for some bizarre and nefarious purpose, want to prevent Americans from enjoying the beneficent benignity of nature, and instead want to inject them with all of these artificial products like seatbelts. I think this is the part of the myth that has gained the upper hand most recently, this myth of conspiracy and government and other high places.

But the truth: Nature's not benign, and government is not malign. But there are a lot of fraudsters out there. That's the truth. And they have more ways of reaching people than ever before. And the cost of these frauds is becoming ever more terrible in lost human lives.

So as you listen to my talk today about Alan Bernstein--we're going to talk about many of these issues. I think we're going to try to talk as dispassionately as possible, but as I talk about them, I'm really angry about this. I'm really angry about this. It should be one of those things that, just as there are no Republican and Democrat ways to sweep the streets or shovel the snow, there should be no Republican or Democrat way, disagreement about protecting our children from preventable diseases.

All of us should salute vaccination. It's one of the most magnificent achievements of human civilization. One of the ways that marks us off from all the sad eras that went before us, when parents had to grieve half their children before their third birthday or before their 20th birthday. We have an opportunity to live better, healthier lives than ever before in history. How could we refuse such a thing? And how much should we condemn and revile those people who deceive their fellow citizens into refusing this magnificent gift of science and technology?

So we're going to speak dispassionately with Alan Bernstein. I'm not dispassionate about this. I hope you won't be dispassionate either.

But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Alan Bernstein, welcome to The David Frum Show. Thank you for joining us.

You have spent your career as a practitioner of science, as a director of science, as an advisor to governments about science. It looks to those of us who are not scientists, like the government of the United States is engaged in a campaign against science of almost unprecedented historic proportions. As you and I speak, there is a measles outbreak in the United States--actually, there are 10 separate outbreaks, 800 cases, three dead as of the time we speak. There are dramatic firings and cuts to government agencies--the National Institutes [of] Health, the vaccine program. Progress toward cures for Alzheimer's and Parkinson's is supposed to have been slowed or maybe halted altogether. And, of course, there are these extraordinary pressures on medical and scientific research at universities.

So if you would offer your assessment, how much has been done to science in the United States in these past weeks?

Alan Bernstein: So first, David, it's a pleasure to be on the show with you. First of all, backing up a little bit and just saying how important science has been to America's success. I think people don't quite appreciate that. But it goes back to, actually, World War II. And Harry Truman, when he was president, realized that in one way, science kind of won the war. It wasn't just the atomic bomb: It was penicillin. It was radar. It was sonar.

And so he asked a guy called Vannevar Bush--I don't think it's a relation to the other Bushes--to make some recommendations about what America should do. And [Bush] wrote what's a famous book in scientific circles called Science, the Endless Frontier. And in that book, Bush recommended that America invest heavily in science--and particularly in American universities--because it would lead to economic well-being. It would lead to power in the world. It would lead to security for America.

And I don't know that anybody at that time appreciated just how right he was. Because if you look at the growth of the American economy and the growth of American well-being and health outcomes--anything you want to measure--the numbers are anywhere between 20 to 40 to 50 percent of America's well-being, if you will, and growth in GDP and all those things, was due to science and innovation.

Today, as we're witnessing kind of the destruction of the institutions behind American science, it's hard to believe. It's hard to believe that any administration would do this.

Frum: All right, well, destruction is a dramatic word. How severe is the damage?

Bernstein: I think it's very severe, and it's not just my own personal view. I was talking to a close friend at Stanford, actually, and she was talking: Even though Stanford has not been hit by one of the sort of things that Columbia or NYU--the East Coast so-called elite universities--have been hit by, they no longer are guaranteeing salaries for Ph.D. students who enter into the graduate program at Stanford. Stanford is a wealthy university, so they're kind of circling the wagons and harvesting--you know, harboring--their funds in case that the Trump administration goes after them. So I think it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

I think the thing we should all keep in mind is: By going after the institutions of science--so I would say there's several categories, the funders of science. So the NIH--the National Institutes of Health--is the world's largest funder of biomedical research. By cutting its budget, by severely cutting its staff, it's crippling the world's major funder of biomedical research, never mind America's major funder of biomedical research. By going after the top research universities in the United States--the Columbias, the Johns Hopkins, the Harvards, the Yales--it's also crippling the major institutions that are supporting researchers in the U.S. That's, first of all, unprecedented, of course, but it's also crippling for the institutions that support science in the U.S., not just the individuals. So it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

Frum: From my lay understanding, there are four main categories of scientific institutions that have come under a different kind of pressure.

There are the direct practitioners of science within the United States government: organizations like NASA, the aeronautics agency; NOIA, the oceanographic and atmospheric agency. The direct practitioners of science inside the government are under pressure. There's also the government-funding institutions--as you said, the National Institutes [of] Health. These don't do the work themselves. They make grants to others. They're under pressure. There's the kind of sword and shield of technological application at the Department of Defense--agencies in the Department of Defense that do cyber warfare, cybersecurity, cyber innovation. They've come under pressure. And finally, fourth--so first, direct science inside the government; second, funding; third, swords and shields--and fourth and last, the universities that get government grants but where government doesn't direct how the money will be spent.

Is that the lay of the land? Have I got that correct?

Bernstein: You do, actually. That's the sort of the etymology of American funding institutions.

And there are some that cover at least two. So the NIH, for example, has a very large so-called intramural program that funds research within government, in Bethesda, Maryland. And then there's also institutions that actually fund--the NIH also funds science at American universities. So it does both.

You also left off in that list a very important one: the Department of Energy. It funds about $1 billion worth of research, both in-house and in American universities. And as you'd imagine, the Department of Energy traditionally has been one of the leading research institutions for funding research on climate change and renewable energy.

Frum: So there are budget cuts. There are personnel cuts. There's also this immigration squeeze because the United States has often worked by attracting talent from all over the world, setting them to work in American universities. Many of those people then stay for the rest of their lives. Or, science being so global, there are many people in the scientific world who have spouses or partners who come from other countries, and their spouses or partners are under pressure, causing those scientists to reconsider their own careers. Tell me a little bit about the way the immigration pressures affect science.

Bernstein: Well, again, historically, America has been a magnet for scientific talent for almost the entire 20th century. It started with a flood during World War II when many emigres from Germany, Austria, France, came to the U.S. And they set an important precedent. The success in building the atomic bomb under Oppenheimer was in large part due to those emigres. The one person that jumps out to me is Enrico Fermi, who had the Fermilabs at the University of Chicago. He was an emigre from Italy.

And there are many, many others. And that tradition has continued. Young people from around the world want to come to America to do science for lots of obvious reasons, I think. One is: The institutions are so strong. They have their resources. They have the energy, the culture of: We can do anything, and if it's going to be done, it's going to be done in America. That sort of bravado is so characteristically American, and it's evaporating before our eyes.

Secondly, of course, having the immigration people descending on some of the immigrants who are here on visas in the United States and either taking them away and imprisoning them, or sending them home at the drop of a hat without any kind of hearing, is sending a clear signal--not an ambiguous one, a clear signal: You are not welcome in the United States anymore. So if I was a young person working in Europe, in Canada, Australia, you name it, I would not go to the United States at the moment to do my postgraduate degree or training. It just wouldn't happen. And indeed, I think that that pipeline of talent from abroad has probably shut down completely.

Frum: Let's talk about your special area of expertise, which is infectious diseases. There seems to be a special malice toward innovation and research in that area. Under Robert Kennedy Jr., the Department of Health and Human Services has announced they're going to do all these investigations into well-attested vaccines whose safety and efficacy has been proven for dozens of years. Kennedy has promised some kind of big review in September. I don't know why he's taking that long. He knows the answer he wants and is going to enforce. He could do it tomorrow. Why the pretense that there's any real work here? And we are seeing this extraordinary outbreak--or outbreaks--of measles across the United States. How does that connect with government policy? How alarmed should people be about these outbreaks?

Bernstein: You know, what's particularly frustrating for me--and I'm sure many of my colleagues in America, in science and biomedical research, in particular--is: We are in a golden age in biomedical research. It is such an exciting time to be in this field, including in the vaccine field, because vaccines have been traditionally used against infectious disease. And indeed, it's hard to estimate the number of lives that have been saved, because you can't count what hasn't happened. It's hard to count that. You can count how many people die, but you can't count how many people you've saved. But it's of the order of hundreds of millions of people around the world whose lives have been saved because of vaccines.

Smallpox, which was the world's largest killer over centuries, has been eradicated. There is no smallpox in the world today. It has [been] eliminated completely, largely through American know-how and American perseverance with the WHO, in partnership with the WHO. Ditto with polio and measles. So a young physician today has never seen smallpox, has never seen polio, has never seen measles. And so when it appears, they're seeing a new disease.

Frum: Hmm.

Bernstein: And these were diseases, certainly when I was growing up--and I suspect, David, when you were growing up--my mother wouldn't let me go swimming in a common swimming pool, because of polio. We don't worry about polio anymore today. We shouldn't, because, you know, children should be vaccinated. And Kennedy's point that they haven't been proven to be safe is really a criticism of the FDA. It's saying that the FDA has not done their job properly. Well, if you look at the FDA, it is the gold standard for approving new drugs and vaccines. It's very stringent. It really does a superb job, and it always outweighs the risks and the benefits of any drug, including vaccines.

And so it's hard to imagine a medicine that has not got some risk associated to it. And the thing about vaccines, which makes it hard to sort convince somebody that they really are good and they should be taken--and their children should certainly take them--is when you take a pill when you're sick and you get better, you go, Oh, that pill made me better. When you take a preventative vaccine, you don't get ill.

And so there's no miraculous recovery. There's the absence of disease, and you could always say, and people do say this, Well, I wouldn't have got the disease anyways. So it wasn't the vaccine. 

Frum: And sometimes your arm is a little sore, and sometimes you have a reaction to the introduction of the agent in the vaccine. And sometimes--if you are phobic--the vaccination is followed by all kinds of psychosomatic symptoms. And psychosomatic symptoms appear to the receiver of those symptoms just as real as, actually, symptoms caused by organic illnesses in the body. So people have a lot of reasons for attributing the problems in their lives to this disruption, especially if--and I'm surprised to discover how many people have this feeling--they are phobic about having a needle inserted into their body.

But one of the things that bothers me a lot: There's an intellectual movement right now in the United States very properly to look back at the COVID experience and to learn lessons from it--as, of course, exactly should happen--and there's a lot of criticism of measures that were taken that maybe overshot, and in particular, the decision to keep schools closed past the fall of 2020. States where schools opened pretty rapidly have done much better by children than states where schools were kept closed for long periods of time.

But this is essentially a politically right-coded movement, or when it's done by more liberal people, there are people who are speaking to right-coded audiences. And I just read an important book published by a university press, by two liberal-leaning academics, and went through all the things that were done wrong, and many of which I agree with--keeping the schools closed too long. The book was called [In COVID's Wake:] How [Our] Politics Failed Us. And they have one paragraph about vaccine resistance because they say, Well, that's inherent in the population. Politics didn't cause that. 

Of course, politics killed those people. There's a lot of research. They're not randomly distributed. They are concentrated in red states and red counties. If you lived in a red state or red county, your leaders--political and cultural--the people you looked up to, risked your life and got many of your co-adherents killed in order to score political points. I mean, it's astonishing. It's shocking. It's a crime. And we've accepted it as a normal part of politics.

Bernstein: So there's a couple of interesting facts about all this. I think if we were talking about this 500 years from now or 300 years from now, and we look back and say, It's remarkable that whether you wore a mask or not or took a vaccine or not at the height of this pandemic depended on your political party that you belong to, no one would believe you. You know, it's like, In America? And yeah, it happened, and it happened five years ago. So that's perplexing.

Now, I think, you know--I think there's a mea culpa here. I think the scientific community everywhere did not do things perfectly. And I think what the mistake we made--and we need to make sure we don't do it again--was to, as we talked to the public, say, Here are the facts. Here's what we know you should do or not do, as opposed to saying, Here's the facts as we know them today. This might change, and we've never encountered this virus before. We don't know whether lockdowns are good, bad, or indifferent. Here's the consequences of locking down, not locking down, etcetera. We needed some hubris here, some modesty, some admission that we don't know everything. Science is based on evidence and facts. How can you have evidence before the fact?

So I think there was a bit of too much black-and-white "this is the way it is" on the part of the scientific community. And so when we first said, You should wear a mask--sorry, sorry--you should wash your hands and wash surfaces, and then weeks later, changed our mind and said, No, no, no. Actually, you should wear a mask because this virus is an aerosol; it's not on surfaces, I think that caused a lot of lack of confidence amongst the general public about the scientific community.

Frum: I want to take that load of guilt off this. I think when scientists talk to the general public, they assume some basic grade-eight familiarity with science. So it is the most natural thing in the world for scientists to say something, square bracket, [state of knowledge today]. I mean, as you say, I have heard from many people, Well, they said one thing in March. They said a different thing in May. They said a different thing in September. How can we trust them?

I think, This is not religion. That's how you know you should trust them. If they'd said the same thing all the way through, they'd be priests, not scientists. And the scientists assumed some basic literacy from the public, and they also assumed some good faith in the political system, where it's not the job of scientists to communicate the science; it's the job of political leaders. And those political leaders are unused to an atmosphere of such malice and distortion as existed in 2020 and even more in 2021.

I think a lot of what happened during COVID was: There had been a Republican president during 2020--he had mishandled the disease in many important ways. Then there was a Democratic president in 2021--things began to be handled somewhat better. And there was a political imperative to make 2021 a failure.

Bernstein: So, you know, I'm a scientist, so I'll speak about the science. You know, the great--and you alluded to it, David--the great strength of science is that it's not ideological. It's based on the currently available data or evidence. And so when scientists change their mind, the public still--despite the grade-eight education that you refer to--the public still says, You're changing your mind. That's not good.

Whereas to the scientific community, that's what it's all about. That's the strength of science, not the weakness of science. It's not religion. It's not an ideology, political ideology. And so I think it goes back to how we teach science in schools. We teach it as a series of facts, as opposed to the way to look at the world and to change our minds as the evidence changes.

Frum: Can I ask you about how powerful the stop-start button is for the scientific endeavor? So right now the government is pressing stop on Parkinson's, stop on Alzheimer's, stop on many vaccines. Five years from now, if you press start--four years from now, if you press start--how quickly does the start ignition sequence resume after the stop button that has been pressed today?

Bernstein: That's a great question. And, you know, I think the right answer is: It depends. You know, we don't know what the Trump administration is going to do tomorrow, never mind five years from now, so I think we all wake up in the morning wondering what the news will bear about what the Trump administration is doing now.

So I think a lot depends on how long these cuts--I'll just use cuts or attack on universities and size--how long that goes on and how deeply those cuts actually are in the end of the day. And I don't know the answers to either of those questions, and I don't think anybody does. I don't think President Trump does. So I think how quickly things recover will depend on those variables, and we don't know the answer.

I do think that institutions take longer to recover than individuals. You know, the thing we all need to remember is: Talent can move. You know, I have a publication from Europe that has listed in its latest edition all the things that European countries are now doing to attract American scientists, especially young people who are finding that their careers are cut off or ended because of what's going on. So talent can move to Europe easily.

And we'll be watching to see what happens in the United States four years from now. If it doesn't change, they'll stay in Europe, just like the emigres who moved to the United States when the atmosphere changed radically in Nazi Germany, for example, or Fascist Italy.

So what happens will depend on a lot of things, that I don't pretend to know the future, but I do know that science is going to continue elsewhere, and particularly in the EU; Canada's going to reinvest, and the new prime minister said he will reinvest in science; and in China. China is investing huge, huge amounts and increasing it by 10, 20 percent a year, over the next few years.

And so if one thinks about the standoffs between these two great superpowers--the United States and China--we have the United States attacking one of its most powerful weapons in the current 21st-century war between countries, and the Chinese investing. Now, which one do you think is right? Well, I go back to what Harry Truman said after World War II: Science played a major role in winning World War II.

The drones that were used--are being used--by Ukraine and in the war on Russia, those drones are largely powered by artificial intelligence. AI didn't just happen. AI came out of universities. You know, the Nobel Prize in Physics this year went to Geoffrey Hinton, who works at the University of Toronto. So the new weapons of warfare are largely going to come out of universities. I think that's not a prediction--that's a safe prediction. And yet Americans are attacking those universities where all this is happening.

Frum: If you were to talk to people in the Trump administration about what they were doing, and if they were to answer you, which they tend not to do, but if they did, I think they would say, Look--we're not waging a war on science. We're waging a war on DEI--diversity, equity, and inclusion. We're waging a war--we're trying to stop all these crazy climate scientists who are bringing us news that either we don't think is true or that we don't want to hear. We are cracking down on the people who warn us about Russian disinformation, because we think that harms many of our friends and allies who are spreading Russian disinformation, often for pay. And I think they also have a sense of--there may be some sense of ideology that this research anyway should be done to the private sector, not the public sector. So: We're not waging a war on science, as such. We have a very specific list of targets. 

Do you see any merit to any of that? Is there anything that one could concede to the case that they're prosecuting? Or is it just dumbassery all the way down?

Bernstein: Look--I don't think universities are perfect. I think there is a lot of wokeism that probably has gone a bit too far. But having said that, I would quickly add the great strength of universities, and the role of universities and the role of acquiring new knowledge, is to challenge the status quo. You know, if you're just going to reaffirm the status quo, you don't need a university to do that.

And that goes back to Galileo, you know, 500 years ago. Galileo challenged the church. Does the Earth go around the sun or vice versa? So political leaders have to allow for this freedom and this openness and small-L liberalism that goes on in universities if they're going to get the kind of value out of universities that have been going on for a thousand years now, since Oxford was created.

So I think there needs to be an understanding on the base of our political leaders that dissent, looking at different ways of doing things, can be uncomfortable, and that is the role of the universities. No other institution in society does that as well as a university. In fact, no other institution in society, as far as I can think, does that at all.

So I think we need to acknowledge that, and the politicians need to acknowledge that and tolerate it.

Frum: As we end, remind us of what the stakes are here. How close are we to breakthroughs in Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, and other diseases that seem to be yielding to scientific investigation as we speak?

Bernstein: I don't like predicting the future. And I don't like--talking as a biomedical scientist, cancer has been my own area--I don't like saying it's around the corner, because then people lose interest after a while. But I do think, if I look in the immediate past, how remarkable the progress has been, not just in scientific advances, but in clinical advances. I think back to when my wife had breast cancer--now, as she reminded me, 15 years ago. She would not be alive today if she had had that cancer 25 years ago.

And certainly, when I started in cancer research--I won't say how many years ago--we knew nothing about the cancer cell. And so the tools that clinicians had at their disposal were crude at best. Crude at best. Today we know the most intimate molecular changes that make a cancer cell behave differently than a normal cell. We know the mutations in the DNA that are causing these changes, and we know the effects on the proteins that those genes code for.

And so now we can design drugs that exploit those changes. And so if you're a woman with breast cancer, you're going to be treated if your cells are HER2-positive--I'm sure every woman knows that phrase--you'll be treated with Herceptin because we know that molecular difference. If you have chronic myelogenous leukemia, you'll be treated with Gleevec. Or if you have GI stromal cancer, you'll be treated with Gleevec.

These are all based on information that's come out over the last dozen years or so. Of course, now the big excitement--and not just in cancer, but in other diseases--is using vaccines to treat disease and to prevent disease. So again, these are advances that have happened recently and are on the horizon to continue to happen.

So I'll take--in contrast to where cancer research is, which I view as the beachhead disease, if you will--if you think about mental illness, schizophrenia, bipolar disease, we have only very crude tools to treat those very serious diseases. And the reason is: We don't understand those diseases. But I think every scientist who's working in the field of biomedical science is optimistic that it is just a matter of time before we will understand really serious diseases like bipolar, depression, Alzheimer's, dementia.

And from that will come a whole new class of drugs. And when that will happen, I don't know. But what we have been seeing is an acceleration of new drugs coming on the market because of the advances that have been made at universities and exploited correctly by the pharmaceutical industry. So this is a very exciting time. And so to cut that off would be just a shame. Just a shame.

Frum: Thank you so much for your time today.

Bernstein: My pleasure, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Alan Bernstein. Now some questions from viewers and listeners.

The first comes from Nathan: "In Donald Trump's first term, there were innumerable norm violations. The administration's M.O. seemed to be, If there isn't a law explicitly prohibiting an action, we can take that action. After Trump won, why were there no efforts to codify any of the gray areas or the ones that everyone had previously thought, No president would ever do that? Is it because people wanted to keep the possibility of using those same tactics open to themselves in the future? If so, what do you think that says about the direction of the country and the culture within the government?"

Now, first, I want to stress that there was one very important reform after the Trump administration, and that was the reform of the Electoral Count Act. The law now makes clear--as it mostly made clear before, but now it unmistakably makes clear--that the vice president of the United States does not have the authority to substitute his or her own judgment for the judgment of the people of the states in the electoral-count process. So one of the very worst things that Donald Trump tried to do--use violence to intimidate his vice president into overthrowing the 2020 election--that can't be done anymore. And so that's a change.

But for the most part, I think that's right. I think we have been reluctant to. And part of it, I think, is just: It's hard for Americans to take on board the magnitude of the criminality in the first Trump term. We, maybe, have made a serious mistake about that, as we see the even greater magnitude of criminality in the second Trump term.

But I would also caution there is a problem with trying to write things into law. The American culture and the American mentality are very legalistic. Americans tend to assume that the law is the divide, and they will often say, If something's not illegal, that means it's okay for me to do. But in life, there are lots of things that are not literally illegal but that you still shouldn't do. And in a free society, we don't write down everything that could be an offense and try to turn it into law. We have to rely to some degree on the public spirit and decency of people, and that needs to be especially true with people in the highest reaches of the land.

We talked about this last week with Peter Keisler, the former [acting] attorney general under George W. Bush. To some degree, democracy is going to have to be the answer here. We cannot write laws for everything. We can't anticipate every contingency. What we can say, instead, is with the famous prayer of John Adams that is carved into the lintel, or into the mantelpiece, of the East Room, "Let none but honest and wise men"--update that to men and women. "Let none but honest and wise men and women rule under this roof." We have seen what happens when there is an abuser, and we may have outrun the limits of law.

From K.C.: "It seems to me that there is an argument that Trump and Republican legislators are acting as if there will never be another Democratic majority or administration that might hold investigations or hearings into their behavior. This leads me to believe that the '26 and '28 elections won't be rigged. Rather, I'm beginning to believe that Trump will look for ways--a national emergency, perhaps--not to hold them at all. Your thoughts? Am I worrying needlessly?"

No one is worrying needlessly when they worry about the integrity of the 2026 and 2028 elections. I worry about it all the time. But we need to focus what it is exactly we're worried about. For Donald Trump to try to turn off the elections altogether by declaring a national emergency and calling out the Army and using powers leftover from the Cold War and World War II, that's a constitutional crisis. In the end, that is the kind of scenario that is met by people in the streets and is met by officers of the Army refusing to obey illegal orders from the president.

I think that case is so intense that we can't plan for it. What we can plan for are the things that we can see that are already underway, and those are attempts to sabotage vote counts, to make it difficult for the Democrats to fundraise--or any opponent of Donald Trump to fundraise--and to concentrate sabotaging efforts in the states that are most likely to swing one way or another; the Wisconsins, the North Carolinas, the Georgias. It's a state-level problem.

So where I think your energy needs to go is in focusing attention on your state governors, state legislators, and state courts to make sure that they will uphold honest, free, and fair elections in the respective states. We have seen the enormous pressure in the state of North Carolina to prepare a false outcome in 2026. Citizen vigilance has been mobilized, and citizen vigilance needs to stay mobilized. Again, it's a democratic problem, and your attention is the best answer. So if there's something you want to do between now and 2026, make sure that the vote will be honest in the states where the vote is most in doubt.

Last, from Josh: "I'm a high-school government teacher, so much of my teaching is centered on hope and optimism about our civic system and our citizenry. Hope and optimism felt like a lie in the Trump era. Is there a hopeful and optimistic message that properly addresses the current climate that I can give to my students?"
 
 Now, as I'm sure Josh well understands, it's not the place of a teacher to tell students, particularly near voters like those in high school, what they should think or who they should support. Many students will have many different views, and that's as it should be. And all of the points of view should, of course, be treated with attention and respect in the classroom. But I think a message that a teacher can communicate is to say to the students, This is a moment where their country really needs them. And it's an honor and a privilege to be alive at a time when your country needs you, and without telling them the exact nature of that need, and without, in any way, presuming to direct their actions, to make them feel like their vote matters and their actions matter.

You know, as we've discussed today, a lot of the secret weapon of Trumpism is cynicism and despair, and a feeling like, Oh well. Things are unfolding without me. LOL nothing matters. But everything matters. Your students matter. Teach them that, and watch them be better citizens.

Thank you so much for the questions. Please send next week's to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com. Thank you so much for watching and listening. Remember, please: It matters a lot to the algorithm gods that you rate and review and like and subscribe, whether you listen on an audible podcast or whether you view us on YouTube. Thanks for your comments on YouTube. Those also really matter, and I try to read as many of them as I can. I don't always respond, but I see so many of them, and I'm so grateful for them and so often touched by their warmth.

Thank you for watching this episode. See you again next week. I'm David Frum.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2025/04/the-david-frum-show-americas-pro-disease-movement/682649/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Crises of Due Process

<em>The David Frum Show</em> speaks with former Acting Attorney General Peter Keisler about existential threats to the rule of law.

by David Frum




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

In this episode of The David Frum Show, David examines the dangerous path the Trump administration is charting by deporting and detaining individuals without hearings--an assault on due process that threatens the foundation of American justice.
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 Finally, David answers listener questions on Republican contempt for blue states, the importance of reclaiming the term globalist, and how citizens can effectively fight back.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello. Welcome to the third episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. This week, my guest will be Peter Keisler, former acting attorney general of the United States under President George W. Bush, former head of the civil division at the Department of Justice, a veteran of the conservative legal community. He clerked for Supreme Court Justice [Anthony] Kennedy and for Judge Robert Bork.

I have known Peter, also, as a friend for nearly half a century. He's someone in whom I have enormous confidence in and for whom I have great respect. And I think as you listen to him today, you will see why, because of his extraordinary breadth of interest and depth of knowledge. I'm so grateful that he joined us.

Our theme will be issues of law and due process of law. And before I begin my conversation with Peter Keisler, let me offer some introductory thoughts on the subject.

As we've seen, the Supreme Court of the United States has rebuked the Trump administration for its contemptuous attitude toward courts and toward the dozens of people it has sent to a maximum-security prison in El Salvador without a hearing, without even allowing them to challenge that the government has got the right person.

Those detained people have now been in--supposedly the custody of El Salvador--in fact, in the custody of the United States government, because the United States government is paying millions of dollars to the government of El Salvador to hold these prisoners. They've been there now for five weeks, as I speak, without a hearing, without any show that the government has got the right person, incommunicado, and apparently for life. Now, it does look like there have been at least some instances of mistaken arrest, that some of these people may be outright innocent. Others may be genuinely bad actors. Who can know? Because there's been no show of proof, no hearing of any kind.

United States law allows for a quite expedited process to remove people from the country, to deport them. You don't get a big trial. You don't get a jury trial. You are moved rapidly because the theory of the case is: First, you don't have a right to immigrate to the United States, so you have not been deprived of your rights. And secondly, once you're removed from the United States, you remain a free person. You are sent back to the place you came from or some other place to which you have some connection, and then you're free to go about your business. You're not sent to a prison--not sent to a prison for life.

But as I talk about this, the thing that has most gripped my mind with worry and anxiety is not only the effect on the individuals themselves, some of whom may be genuinely innocent, but the effect on those who are sending human beings to a prison without a hearing.

You know, the United States government is now building an apparatus of lawyers, of officials of all kinds, who plan and think every day, How can we apprehend people on American soil and bundle them to a prison without giving them any show of a hearing? They're building skills and competencies at non-due-process forms of arrest and incarceration that are going to be very hard to limit.

There are many kinds of immigration status that people present in the United States have. There are citizens, of course. There are permanent residents. There are people here on many different kinds of visas. Now, you can lose your visa rapidly for many reasons. I remember when I was a Canadian citizen in the United States on a student visa, we were warned if you got into a bar fight, you could theoretically lose your student visa. Now, in those days, that meant that you'd have to go back to Canada and go to school in Canada, which is not the end of the world. In today's America, that could mean you could lose your student visa and be accused of terrorism, and a bag put over your head and be put into a car and sent to a prison in El Salvador for the rest of your life.

Now, maybe that doesn't happen in every case. Maybe that doesn't happen in many cases. But there are people in the employ of the United States government, paid by taxpayers to think about how can we daily broaden the category of people who can be arrested and detained and imprisoned without any showing to any authority at all, without any opportunity to make themselves heard, without any evaluation by an independent fact finder--by any of the things we call due process.

Due process is not just one thing. American law--the American Constitution--specify different kinds of process for different kinds of crime. The crime of treason, for example, is defined in the Constitution as waging war upon the United States or giving aid and comfort to its enemies. And the Constitution then lists some very strict rules that have to be met to prosecute somebody for treason.

The rules for armed robbery and other things--even as strict as they are--are not as strict as that. Then there are rules for criminal prosecution. Then there are rules for immigration hearings, and there are other kinds of rules. We've all encountered traffic courts. You get a hearing if you want one. If you don't, you can choose to pay the ticket, or you can contest the ticket. And then you don't get a jury of your peers. You don't get any of the other apparatus of criminal law, but you still get some kind of process. Always, the law says, the word of authority is not to be taken for its own sake. And we have that practice, not just to constrain authority, but to allow all of us to live lives of dignity.

A thing it means to live in a free society is that you can encounter the look of a police officer without fear. You do not feel like you must cringe and defer. You do not feel you are in the hands of someone who can do anything to you at any whim. You know that so long as you are following the clear and specific rules of the land, which are available to all to know, you can go about your business and meet the eyes of power without fear.

The Trump administration is changing all of that. Lots of people who have lots of different statuses--who are here for limited periods of time, who are here under conditions, who are not full citizens, but who are not illegal either--are now living lives of fear. Ordinary tourists are being apprehended, detained for days, sometimes for longer than that, treated in inhumane and indecent ways, and then deported from the country without showing that they had done anything wrong, other than maybe not having a hotel room booked at the time that they arrived.

We are building a society that is governed by fear, led by people who want to rule by fear. That's not right. It's not humane. It's not American. It's not democratic. It's not decent. It needs to stop. And that's what I'll be discussing with Peter Keisler today.

[Music]

Frum: But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Peter Keisler, welcome to The David Frum Show, and thank you for joining.

Peter Keisler: It's a pleasure to be here, David.

Frum: So we're going to be talking some about transparency in the next few minutes, and in the interest of transparency, let me disclose: You and I have known each other for--I don't know that either of us would be comfortable in using the exact number--but suffice it to say, we were both typing papers on typewriters at the time when we got to know each other.

Keisler: Right. And that was a great time. I still think about it very fondly, and one of the things I think about fondly is our long conversations over lunches and dinners and dining halls.

Frum: Well, you're very kind to remember all of that. We both started on the political right. You were active in the conservative legal movement. I think it's fair to say that your legal views are probably quite continuous with where they were all those years ago, but you found yourself--because of those legal views--in a different political situation from where you were all those years ago.

Keisler: I think that's true. Look--I mean, I voted for Hillary Clinton, for Joe Biden, and for Kamala Harris. You know, I was actually walking the streets in Pennsylvania this last year, knocking on doors for Kamala Harris. I never thought I would be doing that, frankly, for anyone. It's not what I used to be doing to contribute to campaigns, and I certainly didn't think I would be doing that in that setting for the Democratic candidate.

But look--I had always thought myself a conservative, because I believed in things like a strong and robust foreign policy to oppose authoritarianism abroad, in free markets, and personal liberties, and in constitutional values that underpin our democracy. I still believe in all of those things. I don't think the current administration believes in any of them. And if that's what conservative has come to mean, then I just decided quite a while ago that I didn't want any part of it.

Frum: And yet on issues of the role of the judiciary, how statutes should be interpreted, have you changed your mind about those things? Or do you find yourself there saying, Yeah, that is still what I thought--you know, what I thought then I think now?

Keisler: Largely so. I mean, look--we all, over time as things happen, our ideas adjust in different ways to take into account new facts and new information. But on the whole, I still believe in the same thing about the courts that I always have.

Frum: Speaking of the courts, let's start with the Supreme Court's recent rebuke to the administration about due process rights of people it has detained and sent to foreign prisons. How big a story is this? I mean, you have represented the United States so long and so well. How big a story is this?

Keisler: What's happening now is unprecedented and really serious. I mean, in some of the most high-profile cases out there, the administration's been acting with what could only be described as contempt towards court orders. And that's playing out most vividly in the cases involving their efforts to remove and keep people in the United States in that prison in El Salvador. And that those cases are really, at one level, very, very simple. And that's unusual for a legal matter. Most of them are complex to some degrees, but this one is simple.

And just to back up: The administration had what it thought was a good two-part legal strategy for how to get certain people out of the country in ways that would not require them to ever go to any court and present evidence or justify the legal basis for what they were doing.

Part 1 of that strategy was an internal decision that, under a statute known as the Alien Enemies Act, they could bundle people into planes without giving them any notice about what was about to happen, spirit them out of the country, and do that so quickly that, as a practical matter, they wouldn't be able to get into court to stop that from happening.

And then Part 2 of the strategy is--once they are out of the country and in that prison in El Salvador, if they try to file cases--to say, Well, it's a fait accompli now. They're no longer in our custody. They're in the custody of a foreign government. So there's nothing a court can do. 

So, you know, even though there is a precept, which is deeply wired into the DNA of the country--and certainly in the Constitution--that everybody gets their day in court, under this approach, it would always be either too early or too late for them to get into court.

And what happened is the Supreme Court dealt what could only be described as a death blow to both aspects of that legal strategy. The Court held with no reported dissent that, no, you can't hustle people out of the country in this way without giving them sufficient notice to enable them to go to court and challenge that if they wish to. And they also held, on the other part, that a court can direct the administration to do what it is able to do to get somebody returned who's been erroneously removed.

Frum: Now, defenders of the administration will say, Wait a minute. Are you saying there has to be a jury trial for every person who's in the United States illegally? It's probably worth clarifying here that for a deportation where the deported person gets off the bus or the plane and is then at liberty, the process can be very, very expedited. The United States deports a quarter of a million people a year, and it removes many more than that without even the formality of a deportation. But the key to the streamlined, simplified process that leads to so many deportations is: Once you're off the bus, you're a free person. I think that's a point that we need to underscore here.

Keisler: Absolutely. We are not talking about weeks-long jury trials. We are talking about there's no jury at all. This is before either an immigration judge, or it can ultimately be before, you know, a federal judge. But the key, the minimum baseline is you have an opportunity both to present evidence--factual evidence--and to make legal arguments that the administration doesn't have the authority to do this, and some independent decision maker will make a judgment as to whether or not they have a right to deport you.

So it is a very minimal level of due process, and it is not itself an extraordinarily time-consuming fact, but it does require the administration to submit to some neutral testing of its legal theory and its evidence.

Frum: At a minimum, the person gets to say, You've got the wrong person. I may have the same name as this other person, but actually, I'm here on this visa or this status. You've got the wrong guy. You should be able to say that.

Keisler: Right. And to translate this to our current context, it would mean saying, They're saying I'm a member of Tren de Aragua, this Venezuelan gang, because I have a tattoo that looks like what they say is a logo of the gang. But in fact, that tattoo is something I put on 20 years ago because it's my favorite soccer team, or something like that. And a judge would scrutinize the evidence.

And so the administration really, once it lost on these basic legal principles in the court, it had a very straightforward way to respond, which would be just to say, We acknowledge that these people in El Salvador are there only because we are paying millions of dollars to El Salvador to house them for us. So they are in our custody, effectively, both legally and practically. And their lawyers can file habeas petitions and present whatever evidence they can that what was done was unlawful. We can respond, and whatever a court decides, we'll do.

And as to the guy in Maryland, who they've already conceded was erroneously deported, they could bring him back and then give him whatever process, and maybe he can be removed to another country. All of that would be for a judge to decide. All that's being asked of the administration is that they go through that process. But whether because--well, I think it's a mix of political reasons, ideological reasons, psychological, even pathological reasons--they are incapable of doing that. They want this fight, and it's turned into a big power struggle. And that's where it ceases being so simple.

Frum: Correct me if I'm wrong, but my impression is the federal courts have gone very, very far out of the way to avoid conflict with the first and then the second Trump administrations. And in between, they went even further because they seem to have greatly welcomed delay on all the criminal matters, hoping that somehow all this problem would go away--it would be resolved by some other decision maker, some other branch of government or public opinion or something--and they could be left well out of it.

And it culminated with the decision about the president's exposure to criminal liability, which is like this complete castle-in-the-air legal structure that seems just to be based on, We're going to lick our finger, put it up in the wind, and do a three-part balancing test based on no kind of ever previous authority. But mostly, what we're trying to do here is just keep this off our docket. And if I'm right in saying that, then that makes this recent decision even more remarkable because for once, the Supreme Court is going all in to say something to the administration it doesn't want to hear.

Keisler: I think that's absolutely right. And if you want a really extraordinary example of that, you would look at the order that the Court issued at 1 a.m. on Saturday morning this last weekend, because even though they had held that everybody has to be given meaningful notice before they could be removed in this way, there was credible evidence that the administration was loading people onto buses without giving them anything like the notice that was required. And the ACLU went to the Supreme Court and said, you know, Please, as you listen to the rest of this case and get briefing, stop this from happening.

And if the administration were a normal administration and had compiled a record so far of being a normal administration, the Court would've said, Well, I can be confident they're not going to do this while we are hearing your petition, so let's give the government a chance to respond. Let's see what they say, and then we'll decide what to do. Because, of course, the government wouldn't spirit these people away while we are actually in the process of deciding whether it can do so on this emergency application you filed. But they knew that the government had done exactly that with the first 200 or so people they had sent away.

The case was before a district judge, and they rushed to secretly get the people out before he could issue an order. And they didn't quite succeed on that, which is why you have these issues of contempt floating around now. But at 1 a.m., the Court by a 7-2 vote said, Don't remove anybody in the class represented by these lawyers until you hear otherwise from us. 

And that shows that there is a cost to the administration of acting the way it's acting towards the courts, because if you squander the reputation that governments of both parties have had for credibility and fair dealing and honest brokering with the Court, then they're going to treat you different because they know they can't quite trust you.

Frum: Well, but as we play this game out, who wins? Because in the end, the Court counts on the government to comply. And if the government doesn't comply, and again doesn't comply--if it shows contempt, and the Department of Justice refuses to do anything about the contempt--at the end of this chain of escalation, doesn't the executive win?

Keisler: Well, that's a really good question, because look--if you and I were disobeying a court order in a private case, there's a very available tool kit that courts have to deal with that. We would face punishing fines, perhaps daily fines, until we comply, and we could even be incarcerated. It's much harder, much trickier to apply that tool kit when the executive branch as a whole--not simply some rogue actor in it, but the executive branch as a whole--is the one that's in defiance.

And in particular--and I think this is embedded in your question--a particular order that essentially directs the executive branch to conduct diplomacy is especially hard to enforce. If the Court had ordered, you know, that the government pay somebody money, that's an easier matter. Or even turn the planes around, as was the case in one of these cases--that's a binary thing. You either comply or you don't. The planes turn around or they don't. But the Court can't deal directly with the president of El Salvador, so they've essentially directed the president to do what he can to get them out.

Now, you know, this is an easy matter because, as I said, they're only there because we're paying to house them. El Salvador has no independent--and so the administration just needs to ask. And I would just say this about that, which is that right now they've made it easy to see their contempt, because they're not even asking. The attorney general has said, "He's not coming [home] ... End of [the] story." Those are her words.

But let's say they were just a little bit more smarmy about it, right? Let's say they sent a letter: Dear President Bukele, an unelected federal judge without, in our view, any legal basis has directed us to try to get Mr. Abrego Garcia home. So we are conveying that request. Your friend, Marco. 

Frum: (Laughs.)

Keisler: And President Bukele looks at that letter, and he can read the subtext as well as the rest of us, and says no. And then the administration goes back to court, with a kind of a cartoon halo above its head, and said, Well, Your Honor, we tried, but he said no. Now, the Court can find them in contempt because she can read the subtext just as well as President Bukele and the rest of us. But that still doesn't get the man home, and it's very hard for a court to work its will directly on a process that's so necessarily entrusted to the actual carrying out and implementation by the executive branch.

Frum: On this larger question of defiance, a thing I find myself thinking about a lot is the president's threats to Jerome Powell at the Federal Reserve. Now, the rule we all thought we knew is that the president of the United States cannot fire the chairman of the Federal Reserve for policy reasons. And Jerome Powell has, as recently as last week in an interview at the Economic Club of Chicago, stated, That's the conventional view. You cannot fire me for policy reasons.

But we also used to have a strong tradition that was preserved by every president from Jimmy Carter to Barack Obama that the president couldn't fire the head of the FBI for policy reasons. And some presidents, like Ronald Reagan and Obama, cohabited with an FBI director appointed by the opposite party for six or seven years before the term expired. And the one case where an FBI director was removed was by President Clinton. And that was a case where he'd inherited an FBI director from the Bush administration and also a big dossier from the Bush administration saying, Please fire this guy for fiddling his expense accounts, which may or may not have been fair--let's bracket that.

But H. W. Bush's attorney general, [Bill] Barr, the same as Trump's second attorney general, had said, Look--we've compiled this dossier here. We think you should get rid of him. And the Clinton people squirmed and stalled and tried to entice the director to leave voluntarily, and fired him only at the end, but not for a political reason, but for cause: the alleged fiddling with the expense accounts.

Trump fired two FBI directors, both for political reasons, in his first term and his second, and then appointed a creature of his as FBI director and got him confirmed by the Senate and a deputy who's an even more embarrassing creature, if possible, than the director. And that tradition is over. The FBI director is no longer independent of the president. The FBI director is a complete tool of the president. Why couldn't that happen at the Federal Reserve?

Keisler: Well, it potentially could. But let's talk about that, because it's important to distinguish between the president's power to fire Jerome Powell and the president's power to demote him, because those actually stand on somewhat different footings.

And let's start with the firing. But let me just step back and give a little of the background here, because the important thing to know is that the Federal Reserve Board has been the ghastly specter that has haunted the debate about the extent of the president's removal power over officers for many, many years. And I'll explain what I mean by that.

But just some additional background for your listeners: The default rule has always been that, with a few exceptions, if the president appointed you, the president can fire you. He could call up Marco Rubio tomorrow and say, Marco, you've done nothing wrong. You've been a great secretary of state, but I want Steve Witkoff, and so I am firing you right now. And at the end of that phone call, Marco Rubio would be a private citizen. The president doesn't have to have a reason, doesn't have to get anyone else's approval. He's gone.

And actually, that's true of the FBI director too. The FBI director has a 10-year term by statute, and that was designed to give him some measure of independence. And there's been a norm that presidents have mostly not removed their FBI directors, except for cause before Trump. But in fact, the statute doesn't say he can't be removed earlier than that. And because there is this default rule that says if the president appointed you, the president can fire you, that actually is generally accepted that, as bad as it is, it applies to the FBI director too.

But there is a small subset, mostly and most prominently, the regulatory commissioners at some of the key regulatory agencies, like the Federal Trade Commission and the National Labor Relations Board. Congress has written into those statutes not only a specified term, usually four years, but has specifically said, The president cannot remove you except for--there's language like malfeasance or neglect of duty or inefficiency.

And back during the New Deal, the Supreme Court upheld Congress's power to restrict the president's ability to fire under certain circumstances. But there has been a long-standing debate--and one that predates Donald Trump--among scholars over whether or not that decision was right and whether or not Congress really should have that power. And the trend of Court decisions over the last several years has been to be increasingly skeptical of Congress's power to limit that. But they've never quite gone so far as to overrule that key New Deal precedent. And part of it has been the haunting specter of the Federal Reserve Board, because the board of governors are one of those agencies where Congress has written in, You can only fire for cause.

And so if you are on the side of the people who want the Court to permit Congress to do that, and some cases come up--as they're coming up now involving the president's firing of FTC commissioners or National Labor Relation Board members--if you are on that side, the first thing you are saying is, My God, Court, don't do this. Because if the logic and reasoning of their position supports that, it also supports being able to fire J. Powell, and everybody understands what a disaster it would be if our monetary policy were subject to that kind of direct political control.

And if you're on the other side--if you are arguing in favor of the president's power to remove--there are a few exceptions, but most people and anyone litigating the case before the court is saying, No, no, that's different. The Fed is unique. Monetary policy is unique. I can come up with some reasons to distinguish it.

So that's been kind of a long background. But what will the Court do? Right now, there are cases bubbling up and before the Court involving other agencies. The president hasn't fired J. Powell, as you know, in part because he doesn't want to contaminate those cases by making that vivid how much might be at stake. In those cases, the Court is perfectly capable of saying, Arguments about the Federal Reserve Board are not before us. We're not going to decide that here. Even if they uphold the president's right to fire FTC commissioners and NLRB members and so on, they can say, There are arguments out there that the Fed is different, and we will wait to address them for another day.

And that day may never come, because, you know, last week the president said--I mean, it was almost a joke--he said, "Powell's termination can't come fast enough [for me]!" Well, he's the president. He hasn't been shy about pushing the legal envelope. If he really wants to fire J. Powell, he would try to.

Frum: But when Trump says things like that, there's a whole school of thought, which was, Well, Trump may say these things, but he would never actually do them. And that school of thought looks pretty battered. After January 6, you have to assume that anything Trump is talking about doing is something he might actually do.

Keisler: I think you have to assume the possibility. I don't think he loved the experience when the stock market dived because of the tariffs, and he may not want to provoke a similar one, but he could wake up one morning and just be motivated to do it. And that's why I mentioned at the outset this distinction between firing and demoting, because if he was going to do it, I think he would.

And by demoting, what I mean is this: So J. Powell is chair of the seven-member board of governors. The decision to designate one of the governors as chair, the provisions in the statute about that don't have the same tenure protections that being a governor does. So if the president, instead of saying to J. Powell, You're fired. You're now a private citizen, like that Marco Rubio guy I was referring to earlier--if he instead said, You're still a governor, but you're no longer the chair, there would be, I think, a stronger basis for him to argue: Look--Congress has never limited that particular designation decision.

Frum: So interesting. Yeah.

Keisler: And there's a default rule that says, I can change it. Now, there'd be limits there, right? He couldn't just pick anybody to succeed Powell; he'd have to pick an existing governor because if there's no vacancy, he can't create one by firing a governor. He can only remove the chair, make the chair a governor, and elevate somebody. But eventually, there would be a vacancy. Or, you know, he could say to one of the governors that he wants to remove, How would you like to be secretary of the Treasury? Then fire his secretary of the treasury, move the governor to the Treasury Department, nominate somebody new, and say that person would be chair.

So there are ways to do this without putting himself in the weakest possible legal position. Because I think the Court would be as reluctant as the rest of us to usher in a situation where monetary policy is subject to presidential control on a day-to-day basis. And I think they would avoid a decision doing so if they if at all could.

Frum: But he's going to need a scapegoat because the tariff policy is an immediate disaster. There's no public backing for it. And the Federal Reserve has always been--and when he got into trouble in 2018, the Federal Reserve was his favorite villain then. And Trump thinks like a lifelong debtor. He always thinks, There's nothing wrong with this business that cheaper credit couldn't fix. 

Keisler: Right. Look-- at some point, he can't keep on blaming Biden for everything that happens. So yes, he's going to have to find other scapegoats. And maybe he will try to do this, and if he does, it will be yet another line being crossed that we may never be able to get back from.

Frum: One of the things I think we've all discovered--I mean, we must have known it, but we never thought about it--there's a background law to a lot of powers of the president, which is: The president of the United States would never do that. So we don't have to write that down, because the president of the United States would never do that. So is there a law that the president of the United States can't run a profit-making business while president? Or sell scam meme coins? Well, we don't have to put that in writing, because the president would never do that. So the president did it. So now we have this strange spectacle, where there's this powerful agency created--or it's not even an agency. What do you call DOGE? What is its status?

Keisler: It's an entity.

Frum: It's an entity that's firing people, cutting budgets, impounding funds. And all of this is overseen nominally by somebody who has never, I think, even been photographed, but in practice by a hugely powerful and wealthy businessman who has never divested himself from any of his other businesses. Now, are there legalities here, or are we in a post-legality world where legalities don't matter anymore?

Keisler: Well, there is a criminal conflict-of-interest statute, and it prohibits employees from participating in matters over which they have a financial or other interest that's at all substantial. And that applies to Elon Musk because Elon Musk is what's called a "special government employee," meaning a temporary employee. But the conflict-of-interest laws apply to that.

And look--in thinking about this, I mean, there's obviously a host of really complex government regulations. But basically, the potential for conflict with anybody coming to the government is a function of the answer to two different questions. One is, what is their set of financial and other interests? And the other is, what are their responsibilities going to be?

So you have those two circles. And think of it like a simplified two-circle Venn diagram. Where those circles--his interests and his responsibilities--intersect, that's the area where there is a potential conflict. And if you have very few assets, you can be secretary of the Treasury, but there's not going to be much intersection. You can recuse yourself from a couple of things. If you have lots of assets, but you're a data-input operator at the Social Security Administration, there's not going to be a big intersection point.

But with Musk, what you've got is two really big circles because you have an enormous amount of financial holdings, and you have, government-wide, vague but very significant government-wide authority. So there's a huge intersection point there. Now, you know, that doesn't mean he can't serve. There are lots of people who go into government with lots of financial interests, but there's a process for that usually. You disclose all your financial interests to--you know, you were in the White House; you know this process. You disclose your financial interests to various lawyers and officials who go over it and then give you guidance as to what you can and can't do. With Musk, what he said is, Oh, if I see anything that's a conflict, I just won't do that. So it's completely self-policing. That's not how it works. It's at least not how it's ever worked, and it's not how it should work.

Frum: But the president can dispense with a lot of, for example, the classification rules. Can the president say, Look--I know you've got a lot of SEC matters pending, but if you want to go ahead and fire everybody at the SEC so these matters won't be resolved for the next hundred years, go ahead, be my guest. You have the power. Is that one of those, "But the president would never do that?" Or is there some law that would restrain the president's ability to say, Yeah, you can gut the SEC so it will never get around to enforcing any of these matters against you?

Keisler: Well, I have two answers to that. One is a technical one, and one is a philosophical one. The technical answer is: There is in the conflict-of-interest laws and regulations procedures for someone to get waivers from various agency officials, and usually the waiver requires you to show that your interest is just not so substantial that would affect the integrity of the procedure.

Now, that almost certainly could not be sensibly granted here. But nonetheless, there could be a piece of paper where some agency official says, I grant you a waiver. I suspect they haven't even bothered to do that. But I don't know, because that's where we get to the philosophical question here. And not to take this too high into the stratosphere, but the question is: What is law?

Like, to me, law is a set of binding requirements that you find in statutes and court decisions and regulations in the Constitution. And they exist, and they bind whomever they bind by their own terms. But you know, there was a school of thought in the early 20th century--the legal realists, very influential thinkers who said, No, no, no, that's silly. Law is not an abstraction. Law is a prediction about what courts and people who enforce the law are actually going to do, because that's the only place where law has meaning.

So who enforces the conflict-of-interest requirement? It's agency general counsels. It's inspectors general. For high-level appointees like Musk, it's the White House counsel's office. And in extreme cases where there's a criminal violation, it's the Department of Justice. If all of those institutions have been sufficiently compromised, that there's nobody who's going to say, This is a conflict, is it really law? Well, we could debate that philosophically. As a practical matter, I don't think anyone's going to be applying the conflict-of-interest requirements to Elon Musk any more than Elon Musk wants them to.

Frum: So it's all gone?

Keisler: I think like so much, you know, ultimately, look--we're a democracy, and we give the president a lot of power. We particularly give the president a lot of power when he's joined with Congress. The reality is that so much of what we rely on, as you say, have been norms and lines that presidents don't cross, not because they couldn't but because they don't wish to. If they wish to, we're in a different world.

Frum: Well, this is where I want to invite you to look ahead to something that worries me a lot. And I don't have any kind of answer to this, or I don't even know how to begin to think about it.

But the United States has a strong tradition of turning the page on past chapters of political history. The outgoing president departs, and even if the successor thinks that outgoing president may have done some things that were wrong--there's a very real-world example that during Watergate, it was uncovered that Lyndon Johnson had done many of the same financial things that Richard Nixon was accused of doing, and more so that would, in the post-Watergate world, look like violations of practice or even of law.

Strong impulse: Turn the page. Don't look back. Once Nixon left office, pardon and don't look back. And so on, it has always been. And it becomes--it's not just a technical matter of: Do we look at the acts of past presidents? But there's also been a kind of acceptance of them. So enough time passes, and however much you didn't like Ronald Reagan or Jimmy Carter, that 20 years after they're out of office, everyone agrees to pretend they're to be chiseled out of marble and regarded as stalwarts and paragons.

One of the things that Trump people complain about is, when Trump left office in 2021, he didn't get that treatment, right? There were investigations that because his acts had been so egregious, that he was prosecuted in all kinds of ways, or at least investigated. He was able to stop most of the prosecutions. But he was treated in a different way from any other ex-president, to which the answer is: Well, he behaved in a different way.

And as he's now returned to the presidency, he's doing even more egregious things. And the cycle--if and when there is a post-Trump presidency, if and when people who have different views ever reclaim any executive power, they're going to confront either: These acts are so extreme; you can't turn the practice of oblivion on them. But then we're into a new kind of world that looks a lot more like French history than American history, where we're digging up the bodies of dead kings and throwing them to the jackals.

Keisler: Yeah, I mean, look--I would just say this, which is that I think that will be a tough question, but at the same time, at the end of this administration--let's assume it's just a four-year administration--the to-do list is going to be huge. It's going to include things like: How do we rebuild NATO? And how do we rebuild our alliances around the world, and how do we rebuild our economy from the different shocks and disasters, and how do we rebuild a functioning civil service after so many people are fired?

And I'm not saying that questions about accountability should be completely ignored, but I will just say that my priority is going to be less--and I think the new government's priority is going to be less--How do we ensure accountability for past misdeeds? and more, like, How do we just repair the damage?

Frum: But if some staffer at DOGE has unloaded vast amounts of proprietary government data into a computer where they shouldn't be, and is maybe hoarding them or even trying to sell them, that person is going to have some kinds of legal liabilities in his own right. And the defense will be, Someone told me to do it.

Keisler: No, that's right. And look--you mentioned the Supreme Court's decision about presidential immunity, with which I really disagree. The decision--I disagree with the decision. But at the end of the day, that only applies to the president. It doesn't protect his subordinates. So there will be potential liability and exposure.

And I don't mean to dismiss that. I just feel like there's going to be so much repair work to be done. I feel like we're going to have other priorities as well.

Frum: How does that rebuilding go? I mean, there is a practice where lawyers--no disrespect--tend to respond to breaches of norms by writing laws. And so after every scandal, you have this kind of museum of the scandal, which is the law written after the fact of: Outlaw the scandal, because it wasn't maybe even illegal before, until you get ever greater accretions of law. And the bad practices, or the bad consequences of all this law, is you encourage the very American way of thinking, which is: If it's not outright prohibited, then I'm free to do it.

Keisler: Look--democracy got into this mess, and democracy is going to have to get us out. And that's going to mean, kind of, fostering a public understanding of why these principles and norms are important, so that we could get back to a place where, regardless of whether it violates the precise terms of a law, people who want to be successful in politics and want to be remembered well won't do that. And that's a broader education and persuasion campaign more than it is a question of writing new laws and regulations.

Frum: In Trump 1, just generally, the conservative legal establishment we knew, all the federal society people we were friends with--in so many cases still are--that was turned out to be quite a bulwark against the worst things the president wanted to do in Trump 1. During the interregnum between the two Trumps, it began to crumble. You found a lot of people who, one would've thought, knew better, making arguments to protect Trump that were obviously opportunistic for Trump, you know, one time only.

And now in Trump 2, it's not just legal weirdos from strange places in American life, but it is: A lot of very distinguished people are ready to do the work to enable Donald Trump to break what everybody used to think were laws. How do we think about this? What do we do about it? Does any of this cast a backward glance on the conservative legal project? Or is there a new conservative legal project that we're going to need to do to incorporate kind of concepts of morality along with concepts of law?

Keisler: Well, on the backwards-looking question, I mean, I certainly do look back and think, Well, you know, I thought there were people who shared certain principles that I hold dear, and that I thought we all said we held dear, that I guess turned out not to or changed their minds. So it does certainly make me look back with a bunch of question marks in my mind.

But look--looking forward in some ways, I think the answer is the same. Yes, there are a lot of people who have done things and joined things and advocated for things that I'm very surprised and disappointed about, and it certainly changed my view of them. But I think we need to work, person by person, throughout the country, just trying to persuade people that this is the wrong path, and moving to the right path anyone we can.

Frum: Is there a general rule, or is it so particular in each case, where you could say to a young person who intended to do good and who's thinking of serving the second Trump administration, Look--here are the rules where you might be able to do good, and here are the rules where you might not be? Or would your advice to them just be, Stay away. This is all going to end in ruin and disaster?

Keisler: So my advice on that--it changed between the first Trump term and the second Trump term. In the first Trump term, I had a lot of conversations with people about that very subject. They would say, you know, I don't like Donald Trump very much, but I have these particular political values which coincide with some aspects of his program, and my only chance to serve in the government would be in a Republican administration. What do you think I should do? And my general view there was that, look--the only alternative to good people being in government was more bad people being in government, and so that we all had an interest in having good people be in government.

But I would say, Look--that's what the country's interest is. For you, I would just look for roles that don't have you directly, you know, with the Eye of Sauron gazing upon you in the White House. Find something that's a little distant from that where most of the government is functioning normally, and you can engage in public service in a wonderful way.

In the second term, I just don't think there is a part of the government where you can say that anymore. I think at this point, that baleful eye is kind of much more pervasive and trying to turn everything in its direction. I mean, one thing that is just striking about this administration, whether you talk about law firms or universities or the media: They are systematically trying to use every available lever of government power that exists in order to punish their enemies and discourage people from speaking out against them. And I think it's very hard to find a corner of the government today where you can feel good. So I think on that my advice has changed.

Frum: My very last question: You have had a distinguished career in private practice. You mentioned law firms just now. Why are the law firms buckling in the way that they are?

Keisler: Well, I think it's a classic prisoner's dilemma, which is that some individual--I mean, the way the president's attack on law firms works, again, this is about using all the levers of government power. They're trying to ruin the law firms by threatening the clients--by saying, you know, You'll lose your government contracts if you're a client of this law firm, in the hope that the clients will flee, the lawyers representing those clients will flee, and the law firms will crumble. And so some law-firm leaders have, I think, mistakenly concluded that the way to do this is to cut a deal and just get themselves out of the president's gaze, and then they can move on.

I think they're mistaken if they think they can move on. I think we're already starting to see the demands escalate. Everybody knows that when you pay protection money, it's not one and done--that they come back to you for more and more and more once they know you're willing to pay. And so that's why we see, even after these deals were inked, the president saying things like, Well, now I think I'd like to use these law firms to help coal companies with their leasing or help me with my trade deals. And there's even reporting that they want these law firms to potentially work for DOGE and the Justice Department. Now, I don't know whether any of those requests have been made. Maybe the president's gaze will in fact turn elsewhere. But these law firms have indicated that they are willing to pay protection money, and I don't know why they think it's going to stop here.

Frum: I think the message from the federal courts through Trump 1 and through the interval between Trump 1 and Trump 2 is, Don't look to us. This isn't our job. It's your job. And maybe we all need to heed that message and say, You know what? They're not--the courts aren't going to save us. They can do some things, but this is our job. And we have to do it.

Keisler: I think that is absolutely right. Look--courts are going to play a very critical function. They're already playing that function. There's a subset of issues where they are absolutely critical, and they're often doing great work.

But that's a subset of issues. Some things the president is doing are going to be terrible but lawful. Some things are going to be unlawful, but there's going to be a long lag time between the act and a court remedy. And some things, the court remedy is just not going to be fully effective. So it's ultimately up to the rest of us.

Frum: Peter Keisler, thank you so much.

Keisler: Thank you, David. It's a pleasure.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Peter Keisler for joining The David Frum Show. I always learn so much from him. I have learned so much from him for so many years. I'm so grateful he joined us today.

Now some questions from viewers and listeners. Let me thank everyone who's been sending in these questions. We really are impressed by the volume and flow and the thoughtfulness of the questions. This week I was only able to select three. Please continue to send them. We'll be selecting more in the future.

But let me begin with a question from John in Richmond, Virginia: "Why is it much more politically acceptable to attack Democratic constituencies, cities, and blue states, but not Republican constituencies, rural areas, and red states. Republicans compete to see who has more contempt for the former. And everyone seems to accept that Democratic voters should not expect to be treated as equal citizens under a Republican administration, but not the other way around."

Well, John, is it acceptable? I notice you don't accept it. You know, a long time ago, President [Franklin] Roosevelt reprimanded one of his Cabinet members, the postmaster general, who was also the functional head of the Democratic Party. He had said something dismissive--the postmaster general--about Republicans in rural areas. And Roosevelt said to him, This is never wise. You don't denigrate anybody. We need every vote and everywhere. And indeed, that year, President Roosevelt won the vote in Kansas and other midwestern states because he had practiced a politics of respect.

Republicans do this not because it's acceptable, but because they've given up on competing in great parts of the country. And Democrats refrain from doing it because they continue to compete in great parts of the country. We have two political coalitions in the United States right now. One is the tightly bounded Republican coalition, with its strict upper limits and its lack of interest in competing in the areas of the country where probably more than half the population lives, and a much baggier, looser Democratic coalition.

It's never good practice to insult anybody. You'll always be surprised by votes that might be potentially available, and it's just undisciplined and misbehavior for Republicans to do the opposite. It's part of the self-indulgence, I think, that is intended to impel Republican politics in the Trump era. It's not good for them. It's not wise. And the lesson is not, Why can't we be as obnoxious as them? but, When will they learn to stop being so obnoxious themselves? 

A second question comes from a reader who identifies himself as an immigrant from Africa. He said, "Sometime ago, you said in one of your interactions with other podcasts that you want to reclaim the term globalist, which the MAGA folks use as pejorative. How important do you think reclaiming such terms as globalist and globalization is in accepting the inevitable interconnectedness and interdependence economically, financially, commercially, of the global community in the 21st century and beyond?"

You know, when a word gets contaminated, there's usually a strong reason why the people who contaminate the word want to contaminate it. And then those on the other side have to think very hard about whether it's worthwhile to try to rescue the word or not.

So the word globalist is used to connect together a series of ideas, some very popular, some less so, and some quite crazy. So globalism is sometimes used to refer to advocacy for free trade, free movement of capital, investment goods--which, as we're now discovering, most Americans support, and especially support when someone tries to take those things away. It can also mean a reference to the apparatus of global governance that makes this trade and makes these flows possible. These things don't just happen by themselves. The United States and other advanced countries are bound together in a series of arrangements. The World Health Organization, conventions on postage and moving parcels, rules on intellectual property, all kinds of institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

Now, these institutions are harder to understand. They have many different missions; some are more popular, and others are not. And I think people who use the term global and globalist as pejoratives are trying to link something that is generally approved of--which is international trade--to things that people find more mysterious and maybe threatening, which are the institutions that make international trade possible.

It is also, I suppose, linked to feelings about immigration, which are more complicated than feelings about trade and goods and services and capital. And finally, I think it is intended to suggest at the back of all of these arrangements lies some shadowy conspiracy--maybe Jewish, maybe some other kind of conspiracy--that is manipulating the lives of people and controlling our thoughts, through 5G telephones or whatever paranoid conspiracy has the upper hand that week.

I think the terms global and globalist are worth fighting for, because, as we've discovered, you can't surrender part of this project and hope to keep the other parts alive. Once you accept the idea that there's some kind of shadowy conspiracy that is making institutions work, you weaken the ability to defend international trade and other international benefits. The Trump administration has singled out for attack the World Health Organization. Now, it is only thanks to the World Health Organization, with its admittedly many, many problems, that we have any eyes into what is going on inside China at all. And China is a place where epidemics do tend to originate, for reasons that it's fascinating to speculate about but ultimately don't matter.

They just, again and again--epidemics going back into the middle years of the 20th century have tended to originate in China. So you want eyes and ears. The World Health Organization is a way to do it. If you denigrate that because you have succumbed to some crazy conspiracy theory, you do yourself no good. And if globalist and globalism are used as synonyms for anti-Jewish prejudice, then I think you need to take it head on.

Last question comes from Jamie, California: "As someone deeply disturbed by what's happening, I'm at a loss for what meaningful, immediate action I can take. Like many, I feel shocked by our country's descent into autocracy and kleptocracy, but also paralyzed by it. What can individuals like me actually do right now that might truly move the needle instead of just waiting helplessly for the midterms?"

You know, there was a saying during the first Trump term: "LOL nothing matters." And I always answered that by saying, actually, everything matters. It's just that there's a lot of everything. The needle is enormous, and its movements are often imperceptible to the individual eye. But that doesn't mean that when you apply whatever force you have to moving that needle, however little you see the needle moving, that doesn't mean it's not moving. It is moving just so, so slowly and with such weight. And all our individual strengths are one by one, so limited, but together, so powerful.

I am a great believer in elections over movements. There is a time and place when people need to come into the streets, and that is when the possibility of free and fair elections has been taken away. You see that happening in places like Serbia and soon, perhaps, in Hungary, where people come into the streets because the electoral process doesn't work. And that day may come in the United States. I worry a lot about the integrity and fairness of the elections of 2026 and 2028. But for now, we have to assume and work on the assumption that those elections will be more or less free and fair, that the efforts that individuals put into organizing and voting will matter, and that is the place to go.

You shouldn't be waiting helplessly for the elections; you should be preparing now. All those elections have begun. The 2028 election has begun. The 2026 elections have well begun. Money needs to be raised. Candidates need to be recruited. An organization needs to be done. If you live, as I infer Jamie does, in a state that is overwhelmingly blue, like California, you can still play a part by, for example, volunteering your time to phone bank into nearby states. California may be blue, but Nevada is contested. You can take time to help candidates in Nevada. And even in California, there are districts that can swing one way or another.

Another thing that a good citizen like Jamie can do is to try to make the Democratic Party more effective in government. You know, one of the things we all have to face is: A reason that Donald Trump came back to power in 2024 was because so many Americans were dissatisfied with the record of the Biden administration before it--both about things that maybe they couldn't help, like the surge of global inflation, but the Biden administration also decided it wasn't going to make a big deal out of issues like immigration enforcement, anti-crime enforcement, civic order. And that's an important reason why Kamala Harris lost in 2024 and Trump was able to return.

So there has to be a Democratic Party that can not only win but govern if you're going to keep the forces of Trumpism at bay, so being involved in those sectarian or factional disputes within the Democratic Party to say effective governance is going to be indispensable to keeping the lower-D democratic institutions in power, making them work, making them succeed.

There's a lot to do. And you shouldn't measure the success, the efficacy of your efforts by: Is there some immediate, big result? Everything moves so gradually. Everything moves so slowly, but everything does move.

I think it's the faith that individual effort can matter that brings me back here week after week. I hope it will bring you all back here week after week. Thank you all for watching. If you are watching on YouTube, please like and subscribe. If you're listening on an audio platform, please rate and review. We'll be back next week with more of The David Frum Show. Send questions to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com, and please keep watching.

Thank you for joining. I so appreciate it. And I am so strengthened, cheered by the comfort and company of you all. Thank you. See you next week.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Introducing: <em>The David Frum Show</em>

<em>The Atlantic</em> is launching a new weekly show, hosted by staff writer David Frum.

by David Frum




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube 

A recent infographic published by Media Matters depicted America's political-podcast space as dominated by extremist voices, mostly far-right, a few far-left.

Yet most of us are levelheaded people. Most of us want insights, not insults. We want to invest our time to feel smarter, not angrier. We want to renew our ideals and remember together that America's democracy has always proved stronger than its enemies and doubters.

On April 9, The Atlantic and I will launch a new video podcast called The David Frum Show. It will post every Wednesday, on YouTube and anywhere you listen to podcasts, with eminent guests from the worlds not only of politics, but of economics, medicine, and history. I hope every viewer and listener will find that the show offers the most informed and entertaining conversations of the day--sparkled with enough humor to brighten these dark times.

In today's media, truth is often hard to find. Lies are everywhere--and too often for free. I hope all who seek something better will feel the warmth of welcome at The David Frum Show.

Watch the teaser here:

(Video photo credits:   Robert Alexander / Getty; Tami Chappell / AFP / Getty; Leonardo Munoz / AFP / Getty; Jeremy Hogan / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty; Bob Grannis / Getty; Bettmann / Getty; Drew Angerer / AFP / Getty; J. Countess / Getty; Kevin Dietsch / Getty; Andrew Caballero-Reynolds / AFP / Getty; Samuel Corum / Getty)
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The Elite-University Presidents Who Despise One Another

Inside the civil war between the Ivy League and the South

by Rose Horowitch




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.

The leaders of America's elite universities are required, by the borderline-masochistic, semi-impossible nature of their job, to be skilled in the art of performative comity. So it was a bit of a shock when, at the end of an April panel discussion, Princeton President Christopher Eisgruber turned on the chancellors of Vanderbilt and Washington University in St. Louis, all but accusing them of carrying water for the Trump administration.

Eisgruber argued that higher education was facing a politically motivated attack, and that the two men were inadvertently making matters worse by agreeing with President Donald Trump, against the evidence, that the sector had grown illiberal and out of touch with mainstream America. The chancellors, taken aback by the public confrontation, countered that the struggles of a handful of Ivy League schools were dragging down the reputation of America's heavyweight research institutions. Perhaps, they suggested, it was time for the Ivies' leaders to step back and let new figures--such as themselves--represent the country's top universities.

The argument, which took place at a Washington, D.C., meeting of the Association of American Universities, which Eisgruber chairs, went on for about 15 minutes, according to multiple people in attendance. The tone was civil, but awkward. The three public-university presidents unlucky enough to also be on the panel sat in bewildered silence. Meanwhile, many in the audience of assembled presidents shifted in their chairs and stared at their phones. When time finally ran out, some thanked a higher power.

The stated topic that day was the public's decreasing trust in higher education. Inevitably, the conversation turned to "institutional neutrality," the idea that universities, in order to protect their reputation for unbiased scholarship, should not take positions on matters unrelated to higher education. Some schools, most notably the University of Chicago, have embraced neutrality for generations. Others have become newly enamored of the idea, for two reasons: University presidents--at least those with even the slightest instinct for self-preservation--do not want their schools weighing in on matters related to war in the Middle East. And they understand that the Trump administration, which, by the evidence, seems to loathe elite higher education generally and the Ivy League specifically, is on the hunt for proof that these schools are irretrievably "woke," diversity-obsessed, anti-Republican, and anti-Semitic.

Trump's preoccupation with the Ivy League has been expensive for at least two of its members. Columbia recently agreed to pay more than $200 million to get the government off its back. Harvard is still fighting the Trump administration in court, and is at risk of losing $1 billion over the next year. Princeton has largely escaped the president's wrath, even though Eisgruber has become a leader of what you might call the academic resistance: a group of university leaders who believe that Trump's criticisms of the sector are a pretext for eliminating academic freedom. And, in part because Eisgruber is one of the longest-serving Ivy League presidents and has a supportive board behind him, he has become vocally, if diplomatically, critical of other university presidents who he believes go too far to meet Trump's demands.

Those other university officials--led by Washington University's Andrew Martin and Vanderbilt's Daniel Diermeier, the chancellors who sparred with Eisgruber on the panel--make up the reformist camp. They accept some of Trump's complaints and believe that the best path forward for higher education is to publicly commit to a kind of voluntary, modified de-wokeification. They argue that some campuses (in, say, Cambridge and Morningside Heights) and departments (much of the humanities) have leaned too far into leftist ideology and allowed anti-Semitism to fester under the guise of protesting Israeli policies. They want the American public to know that they are different from the Ivies. And they think that higher education needs new representation if it's going to regain the country's trust.

Ian Bogost: A new kind of crisis for American universities

Both factions insist that they respect the other side and are merely acting in the best interest of their institutions. But the question of who will lead higher education into the future is necessarily personal. Eisgruber's position as AAU chair and Princeton's stature among American universities make him a natural spokesperson. But many higher-ed leaders suspect that Martin and Diermeier are trying to topple the Ivies. "Among the establishment--the celebrity institutions and the association heads--there is a sense that Vanderbilt and Wash U have been trying to break out of the muddy middle of reasonably sized research institutions, and they see this as an opportunistic moment to take ground from all the people who have snubbed them in the past," Ted Mitchell, the president of the American Council on Education, the largest higher-education trade group, told me. (Diermeier said he spoke up because he felt that it was important for people to hear his message; the boon to Vanderbilt's public profile was incidental. Martin said it's his job to advocate for his institution.)

These arguments are happening mainly behind closed doors, but the level of privately expressed annoyance is high. I've heard of presidents labeling one another cowardly, naive, delusional, and irrelevant. The threat posed by out-of-control protesters on the left and by the Trump administration on the right could have united these institutions. Instead, these threats have left them frustrated, embittered, and paralyzed by disagreement.

The reformists believed that higher education had a problem even before Trump was reelected. They watched as conservative speakers were shouted down or disinvited from campuses. They saw professional organizations publicly commit themselves to positions that sounded more like activism than scholarship. (The academics who make up the American Anthropological Association, to cite one example, announced in 2020 that their "research, scholarship, and practice" should be placed "in service of dismantling institutions of colonization and helping to redress histories of oppression and exploitation.") After the Hamas invasion of southern Israel on October 7, 2023, the reformists watched as anti-Israel protesters on other campuses occupied buildings, erected encampments, and, in some cases, engaged in overt anti-Semitism. "You can't look at what happened on many university campuses last academic year and conclude that everything is just fine," Martin told me.

Early last year, Martin and Diermeier began working on a Statement of Principles for higher education. "If research universities are to pursue the truth wherever it lies, they cannot have a political ideology or pursue a particular vision of social change," they wrote. Their university boards adopted the principles as official policy in the fall of 2024, before the presidential election. "Our view was, we have to proactively work on the reform of education, which meant most importantly to be firmly committed to knowledge creation and transmission," Diermeier, who previously served as provost of the University of Chicago, told me.

Trump's second term gave the chancellors reason to push for the reforms they believed were long overdue. They urged other university leaders to adopt the principles and argued that higher education must show that it is receptive to conservative concerns. Vocal resistance would be naive, they warned--and futile. "It's not about fighting. It's about winning," Diermeier told me. "We need to have the twin messages of reaffirming the greatness of American research with a commitment to reforming."

In late March, Martin and Diermeier assembled several dozen like-minded college presidents, board chairs, and think-tank leaders in Dallas to launch a coalition of institutions that are focused on reform. They've held conversations with more than 20 colleges, among them Dartmouth--the lone Ivy League member of the reformist camp--and Rice University. Now they're trying to get presidents to commit to the principles they've put forward and join the invite-only group, called Universities for America's Future. The chancellors say that they started the organization because existing trade groups were divided over whether to reform, making it impossible to consider specific changes. But the splinter group is broadly viewed as an effort to supplant the AAU. Its argument has begun to catch on more widely. Many top schools have pledged to stay neutral on issues that don't affect their academic mission, rather than issue predictably progressive statements on the political controversy du jour. And this spring, when students at Yale began building a tent encampment and students at Columbia occupied part of a library building, the universities took a hard-line approach. Yale quickly disciplined students, and Columbia called in the police. (Both earned praise from the Trump administration for their response.)

On the other side is Eisgruber, who declined to be interviewed for this article. Although he does not criticize Trump directly, he has urged presidents to stand up for universities' legal rights and speak out against the government's attacks on higher education, rather than cede even more ground to its detractors by making a big show of self-criticism. After the administration yanked $400 million in funding from Columbia, much of it for biomedical research--and demanded that the university make a number of concessions to get the money back--Eisgruber published an essay in this magazine defending higher education's record. "The United States is home to the best collection of research universities in the world," he wrote. "Those universities have contributed tremendously to America's prosperity, health, and security."

Christopher L. Eisgruber: The cost of the government's attack on Columbia

In subsequent interviews, Eisgruber argued that American higher education was in better shape than ever before. He rejected the right-wing narrative that universities indoctrinate students in leftist ideology, as well as the notion that they should attempt to achieve an ideological balance that matches the country's. And although he acknowledged that disturbing and "unacceptable" instances of anti-Semitism had taken place on campuses, he pushed back on the idea that it's a pervasive problem that universities aren't addressing. Princeton's Jewish students, for example, report the highest feelings of belonging on campus, Eisgruber said.

Michael Roth, the president of Wesleyan University, in Connecticut, has also emerged as an important resistance figure. Although Wesleyan is not as large as many of the other institutions engaged in this argument (and is generally seen as even more left-leaning than Columbia and Harvard), Roth is, by the standards of university presidents today, unusually sharp-elbowed and bellicose. He takes a withering view of "institutional neutrality," which he sees as a form of cowardice. Accordingly, he has taken public positions on issues as varied as the kidnapping of schoolgirls in Nigeria, transgender rights, and the war in Ukraine. "It's really important for people who have the ability to speak out against this overreach by the government to do so," he told me. "The policy at Wesleyan is that our president shouldn't say stupid shit." Otherwise, let it rip.

Roth was gratified when, in April, the American Association of Colleges and Universities, a higher-education trade group, published an open letter that he had pushed for and that called out the "unprecedented government overreach and political interference now endangering American higher education." Nearly 700 college presidents have signed on--though, notably, not Martin and Diermeier.

The resistance camp has accused the reformers of scapegoating their fellow universities in order to win favor with Trump. They point to the fact that Vanderbilt hired a lobbyist who has ties to the president's circle. "It's just so they can ingratiate themselves with the executive branch right now," Roth told me. "I think it's shameful." (Several Ivy League leaders have also tapped lobbyists and lawyers with Trump connections to represent their institutions.)

Many elite-university presidents find themselves somewhere between the two extremes. Harvard, for example, enjoyed a round of adulation from liberal America when it sued the Trump administration for pulling its funding without an investigation. But it has also given in to a number of the government's demands. It dismissed the faculty leaders of its Center for Middle Eastern Studies, which had been criticized for programming alleged to be anti-Semitic, and replaced its diversity office with one ostensibly focused on community building. It is now considering a financial settlement with the Trump administration.

Some college presidents just wish the fighting would stop. One said that Martin and Diermeier, on the one side, and Roth and Eisgruber, on the other, seem to be thumping their chests and competing for their peers' attention. Debates among them derail meetings and waste time, that president (who spoke anonymously to divulge details of private discussions) told me. When Wesleyan battles against Washington University, or Vanderbilt against Princeton, other attendees around the table surreptitiously roll their eyes. Most presidents I spoke with believe that, despite their posturing, the leaders of the resistance and reform groups are more aligned than they think. "They're both right," Mitchell, the American Council on Education president, told me. "The challenge is how we can push for change while at the same time defending the absolute critical importance of higher education to America."

Even so, the divide has had real effects. One particular sticking point was how to resist Republican efforts to raise taxes on universities' endowment-investment income. Congress first imposed a 1.4 percent tax on the net investment income from the largest endowments in 2017, during Trump's first term. This year, representatives considered proposals for a tax rate as high as 21 percent. Harvard's president, Alan Garber, once called the endowment tax the "threat that keeps me up at night."

Franklin Foer: Can Alan Garber save Harvard?

Eisgruber helped assemble about two dozen of the richest universities to lobby against the tax. They proposed that schools spend more of their endowment income, and spend it specifically on financial aid, as well as teaching, in exchange for being spared the higher tax rate. But the group made no mention of other reforms. Republican representatives, meanwhile, had been telling university presidents that they wouldn't give them a tax break to go on indoctrinating students. Vanderbilt and Washington University therefore decided to lobby separately rather than be associated with a group that wouldn't accept blame for higher ed's problems. They pushed for new tax credits for universities that use their endowments to improve student access, instead of arguing against the tax itself. In the end, Congress included an 8 percent tax on the richest universities in its One Big Beautiful Bill Act. Whether that figure would have been lower had the universities found a way to put up a united front is impossible to say. But the infighting probably didn't help.

The divide between the reformer and resistance camps is not merely about strategy; it's about the nature of the threat to higher education. Members of the resistance group conceive of Trump as a unique--and ultimately passing--problem: If they can survive his presidency, they'll be safe. This seems to have led them to resist making deep, lasting changes. At Princeton, Eisgruber has earned praise for maintaining the university's DEI initiatives while other schools scrub their websites. He has retained the university's policy of divesting its endowment from some fossil-fuel companies. And he has defended his policy of institutional restraint, rather than neutrality, saying that the university can't avoid taking a stand on some issues.

Roth told me that universities have room to improve on some fronts, including increasing viewpoint diversity among faculty. But he believes that they can address that on their own time once Trump is out of office. "To be worried about that right now seems to me like people in Ukraine worrying about corruption in the mining industry," Roth told me. "It's the Russians that are the problem."

The reformers think the resistance presidents are delusional for believing that their problems will go away when Trump does. They see the president's attacks as symptomatic of a larger issue. Polling shows that confidence in American higher education has cratered in recent years, especially among Republicans. "The fundamental fact here is that we have never been in worse shape in my lifetime," Diermeier told me. The reformer presidents, who tend to be in red or purple states, think the resistance leaders are trapped in liberal echo chambers. "It's clear that the bipartisan support has eroded," Martin told me. "It's really misguided to think that what's happening in higher education is a blip and that we're going to return to where we were before."

He and his allies believe that universities should have started cleaning up their act years ago. Now they're playing catch-up, and can't expect to stop just because Trump will someday leave office. "Once you've been portrayed as the villain, that creates a job description for the hero," Diermeier told me. "Many people want that job." He was speaking about politicians attacking universities to raise their own profile. But I got the sense that it characterized higher-education leaders' thinking too.



*Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Efren Landaos / Sipa USA / Reuters; Reynolds Stefani / CNP / ABACA / Reuters; USA Today Network / Reuters; James Byard / Washington University (CC-BY-SA-4.0).
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Last month, the world's highest court issued a long-awaited opinion on how international law should regard climate harm. The International Court of Justice concluded, unanimously, that states have binding legal obligations to act to protect the climate system, and failure to do so--by continuing to produce, consume, and subsidize fossil fuels--may "constitute an internationally wrongful act." In other words, curbing greenhouse-gas emissions is not merely voluntary in the eyes of the court;...
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The Clean-Energy Equation No One Can Solve Yet

Does the world have enough key minerals?

by Alexander C. Kaufman




Updated at 5:36 p.m. on August 12, 2025

In 1956, the American geologist M. King Hubbert made a startling prediction: In a matter of decades, the supply of fuel on which so much of modern society depended would dwindle. Dubbed the "peak oil" theory, the concept held sway for decades as U.S. production of crude topped out in 1970, then declined. By 2009, however, the numbers started to turn, thanks to offshore drilling and new fracking technology, until U.S. crude oil output surpassed not just the country's 1970 peak but that of every other crude-pumping nation throughout all of history.



Now, as the emissions spewed by burning all that crude help roast the planet, a new anxiety has started to grip energy policy: the possibility of peak mineral.



The technologies the world is banking on to wean us off fossil fuels all depend on minerals, in various quantities: the so-called white gold of lithium and the bluish metal cobalt needed for batteries; the brittle metalloid tellurium used in solar cells and microchips; the tin for the soldering that forms a grid of cells on a panel; the soft, silvery cadmium and indium that formulate special kinds of thin-film photovoltaic equipment. Because renewables now make up the fastest-growing source of power generation worldwide, investors have been trying to bolster supplies of these minerals.



A new study published Thursday in Nature Climate Change tried to look more comprehensively than any previous effort at the world's mineral future, considering 557 energy-transition scenarios that might keep the world from warming beyond 2 degrees Celsius, the target set as the maximum amount of allowable warming by the Paris climate accords. The researchers, a team of Chinese scientists led by the Beijing Institute of Technology, found that, even given moderate emission-reduction, the world would face shortages of up to 12 minerals by 2100 in every energy-transition scenario. In some regions of the world, such as the Middle East, twice as many minerals could be in shortfall.



But clean-energy technologies are advancing rapidly enough that trying to imagine the industry's needs 75 years from now is a very theoretical exercise. Just as fears of peak oil were eventually mooted by technology, fears of peak mineral very well could be too.



It's true that the world cannot currently meet humanity's growing need for energy while phasing out fossil fuels. As Ashley Zumwalt-Forbes, a petroleum engineer who previously worked as the Department of Energy's deputy director for batteries and critical materials, put it to me bluntly: "We need more mines."



Known mineral reserves are limited, but the financial gymnastics necessary to open a mine are also a major barrier to increasing supply. These projects take decades to go from conception to operational; investors want to mine minerals that are cheap enough to be widely available (and therefore used in mass-market products), but expensive enough to make the new venture profitable. If the price of a mineral remains too high, though, the market for it won't grow fast enough to make new mines worthwhile.



That's what made the Trump administration's decision last month to buy a big stake in MP Materials, the only active rare-earths mining company in the United States, so notable. It's the first time since World War I, when the federal government nationalized the railroad system, that Washington has directly intervened in the private sector. The U.S. was certainly motivated by competition with China, which has gobbled up the world's market share for mining and processing minerals needed for batteries and microchips, and recently slapped trade restrictions on exports of key metals. But because the Department of Defense now sets the price at which it will buy MP Materials' minerals and is its largest shareholder, MP Materials is also insulated from the ups and downs of commodity trading.



In this still-early stage of the world's clean-energy boom, though, mineral needs are shifting quickly and opening up opportunities for substitutes. Silver demand grew over the past two decades thanks to solar cells, which today make up nearly 14 percent of global usage of the precious metal. While demand is growing as more panels are produced, improvements in the technology have slashed silver usage per unit by more than half in the past 15 years, Seaver Wang, the director of the climate and energy team at the Breakthrough Institute think tank in California, told me. Substitutes such as copper that has been electroplated are becoming more common. Alloys used in the control rods in nuclear reactors--such as indium and cadmium--are already substitutable too, he said: Boron-carbide rods are at no risk of shortages, and even available "off the product catalog at Westinghouse." (Wang served as a peer reviewer on the Nature Climate Change study.)



Companies have rolled out alternatives to lithium too--most notably batteries that use the far more abundant sodium. And because cobalt, a key ingredient in batteries, is primarily extracted in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where labor practices are difficult to trace and often include child workers and slaves, manufacturers have in recent years commercialized new chemistries that completely forgo that metal. Five years ago, the energy consultancy BloombergNEF forecast demand for cobalt to hit 300,000 metric tons a year by 2030, according to Kwasi Ampofo, the consultancy's head of metals and mining. "Now it's 100,000," he told me. "Battery companies realized they don't need cobalt in large quantities anymore. They got smarter on the material composition of these technologies."



The speed of innovation occurring now only points to how hard it is to predict "mineral requirements for global-warming scenarios out to 2100," Cameron Perks, a director at the London-based battery-materials consultancy Benchmark Mineral Intelligence, told me. The Nature Climate Change study forecasts, for instance, that Africa will be a major importer of lithium. "While I don't claim to know what will happen in 75 years, I know this is not going to be true anytime soon," Perks said.



The study's authors recognize these limitations. "These findings underscore the complex and interconnected nature of mineral demands in low-carbon transitions," they wrote in an email. "While shifting technologies may relieve certain resource pressures, they can intensify others."



One of the study's clear limits is that the researchers based their calculations on high future growth rates for thin-film solar panels, which depend heavily on indium, cadmium, tellurium, and tin. As a result, those minerals most frequently came up short in the findings. But thin-film panels are also outdated technology. They have the advantage of generating more power in the dawn or late evening than crystalline silicon panels, which also require more steps to manufacture. Still, silicon panels have benefited from the scale of the solar-panel industry in China, and require less complicated chemistry; they have dominated the market since the early 2000s. In the email, the researchers acknowledged that thin-film solar panels losing market share might ease some shortages, but noted that that shift increases demand for other metals, particularly tin. Their goal, they wrote, was to "encourage systemic thinking in designing sustainable energy transitions."



Substitution is just part of that equation. Oil supplies went up in part because natural gas became a viable alternative once technology to super-chill the fuel into its liquid form became an option. Unconventional drilling technology entered the mix after oil prices surged to record highs in the 2000s, making new and more expensive up-front projects economically viable. If new types of traditional nuclear reactors take off in the 2030s, that could radically alter the world's forecasted mineral needs. If nuclear fusion finally becomes a reality, that could upend all the projections. Artificial intelligence could achieve breakthroughs in material science; mining asteroids may become a source of minerals. If the old adage proves true that change is the only certainty in an more unpredictable future, that bodes well for adaptation.



This story has been updated to clarify a comment from Cameron Perks about the Nature Climate Change study. He expressed skepticism about the study's finding that Africa would become a major importer of lithium, not its finding that Africa would become a major source of that mineral.
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Yes, a Moon Base

The construction of a lunar settlement may be the most wondrous space achievement of our lives.

by Ross Andersen




No one can say that the Trump administration is entirely against alternative energy. In his first bold policy stroke as NASA's interim head, Sean Duffy has directed the agency to put a 100-kilowatt nuclear reactor on the moon by decade's end. This is not a lark. If humanity means to establish a permanent settlement on the moon, nuclear power will almost certainly be essential to its operation. And a lunar base may well be the most wondrous achievement in space exploration that people reading this will see during their lifetime.

The moon has gone unvisited, except by robots, for more than 50 years, and as of several months ago, it seemed as though Americans would be staying away from it for a good while longer. President Donald Trump was taking cues from Elon Musk, who seemed inclined to shelve the plan to put Americans back on the lunar surface and focus instead on an all-out sprint to Mars. But Musk has since fallen out of favor, and last month, congressional Republicans secured a funding boost for the moon program.

NASA astronauts are now scheduled to return to the moon in 2027, and if all goes well, they will be landing on it regularly, starting in the early 2030s. Each crew will carry parts of a small base that can grow piece by piece into a living space for a few people. The astronauts will also take a pair of vehicles for expeditions--a little rover that they can use for local jaunts in their space suits, and a larger, pressurized one that will allow them to go on 500-mile regolith road trips in street clothes.

A base on the moon would be more democratic than those that Musk and his acolytes have advocated building on Mars. Given shorter travel times, a greater number of people would be able to experience its otherworldly ashen plains. Their homesick calls to Earth would have only second-long delays, as opposed to minutes for a call from Mars.

Read: Inside the Trump-Musk breakup

But even a small encampment on the lunar surface is going to require considerable energy. Temperatures dip to -410 degrees Fahrenheit in the shade, and human bodies will need to keep cozy amid that deep chill. The International Space Station runs on solar power, but that won't be enough on most of the moon, where nights last for 14 days. Some of the agency's other off-world projects are powered by raw plutonium. Hunks of it sit inside the Mars rovers, for instance, radiating heat that the wheeled robots convert into electricity. These hot rocks are also encased inside NASA's probes to the outer planets and their moons. Without plutonium, the two Voyager spacecrafts couldn't continue to send data back to Earth as they recede from the solar system.

The moon base will need more than a radioactive rock. It will need a reactor that actually splits atoms, like the one that Duffy has proposed this week. Even if that reactor were to fail, the resulting meltdown wouldn't present the same risks to humans that it would on Earth. The moon is already a radiation-rich environment, and it has no wind to blow the reactor's most dangerous effluvia around; the material would simply fall to the ground.

Duffy framed his push to get the reactor in place as a matter of national security. NASA's program to return to the moon, called Artemis, will be an international effort, with several countries contributing pieces of the final base. (Japan's space agency has tapped Toyota to design the large, pressurized lunar vehicle.) But when the United States invited Russia to join, Vladimir Putin declined. He has instead opted to help out with a larger Chinese lunar base, which is supposed to include a nuclear reactor 10 times as powerful as the one that Duffy announced.

Last month, Bhavya Lal, who served as an associate administrator at NASA during the Biden administration and is now a professor at RAND, and her fellow aerospace expert Roger Myers released a report arguing that a country could sneakily establish a sovereign zone on the moon in defiance of the Outer Space Treaty just by building a reactor. For instance, the Chinese could insist on a buffer around theirs for the sake of nuclear safety, and use that to keep Americans away from desirable ice-rich craters nearby. Lal and Myers seem to have captured the new administration's attention: Duffy's new directive ordering the development of the reactor specifically mentioned this risk.

If worry over Chinese lunar land grabs is the motivation for a moon base, so much the better. Space exploration often requires a geopolitical spur. And if NASA can build this first small lunar settlement, something grander could follow close behind. Once the agency has mastered the construction of a 100-kilowatt lunar nuclear reactor, it should have little trouble scaling up to larger ones that can support tens, or even hundreds, of people--in bases of the size that now exist on Antarctica. Some space agencies have reportedly discussed building hydroponic greenhouses and other elaborate structures inside the voluminous caves that run beneath the moon's Sea of Tranquility.

All of this infrastructure could enable some serious lunar dystopias. The moon's surface could become an industrial hellscape, pocked with mining operations where robots and human serfs extract platinum and titanium for use in advanced electronics back on Earth. Or the Outer Space Treaty could break down and the moon could become a heavily militarized zone--even a staging ground for nuclear weapons.

But an inhabited moon could also be a global commons for research. Both the U.S. and China have developed designs for large radio telescopes on the lunar dark side, where they'd be shielded from Earth's radio noise and would greatly aid the search for signals from distant civilizations. In one design, robots would spread a metal mesh from a crater's center to its rim, turning its concave surface into a natural radio dish. One can imagine an astronomer at a lunar base, peering out from a porthole, seeing the Earth shining in the sky, picking out its individual oceans and continents, and knowing that on the moon's opposite side, a giant ear would be listening for messages from other Earths and other moons, all across the Milky Way and far beyond.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/08/moon-base-nuclear-reactor/683802/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



An Unusual Way to End Up With a Whole Lot of Gold

In the 21st century, the dream of alchemy is not just alive but atomic.

by Tom Bartlett




Last month, a small company in San Francisco announced that it had a plan to manufacture gold--not merely a flake or a nugget, but tons of the stuff. According to a paper written by one of Marathon Fusion's co-founders (and not yet peer reviewed), the alchemist's dream could be achieved not by mixing powders in a crucible but by tweaking atoms that were superheated during the process of nuclear fusion. The gold wouldn't be the end game, more like a side hustle. The millions of dollars made from selling the precious metal could be used to offset the cost of nuclear fusion, a near-limitless power source that maybe, just maybe, could one day replace fossil fuels.

For more than two millennia, the promise of alchemy--and, specifically, transmuting ordinary elements into valuable ones--has intrigued scientists and scoundrels alike. Medieval alchemists were obsessed with finding or creating the Philosopher's Stone, a substance thought to turn common metals into gold. That turned out to be elusive, though arcane tinkering continued for centuries. Then, in the early 1900s, physicists determined that they could change one element into another by altering the number of protons in its nucleus. In an essay published in The Atlantic in 1936, a physicist wrote that turning mercury into gold--which is what Marathon is advocating--was scientifically possible but "cannot be commercially profitable."

From the June 1936 issue: Modern alchemy

That didn't stop scientists from giving it a go. Over the past 50 years, researchers have produced gold in laboratories, but only on the scale of atoms. In 1980, Glenn Seaborg, who was part of the team that first isolated plutonium, was able to turn several thousand atoms of the metallic element bismuth into gold by using a particle accelerator. The amount was minuscule--not enough to see, much less sell--and the cost exorbitant. Seaborg estimated at the time that, using his technique, making a single ounce of gold would cost $1 quadrillion. In May, scientists reported that they had turned lead into gold inside the world's largest particle accelerator, in Switzerland--although, again, the yield was tiny, measured in trillionths of a gram. And an instant after the gold atoms were created, they dashed themselves into subatomic particles inside the accelerator.

Nuclear fusion has proved similarly challenging, despite being pursued with similar fervor. Fusion, in which atoms are smashed together in order to release energy, is the holy grail of clean power, both because it creates less waste than fission reactors and because it doesn't carry the same risk of melting down like the ones in Chernobyl and Fukushima. Although experimental fusion reactors that can make electricity have been built, the technology hasn't advanced enough to allow fusion to be practical on a commercial scale. Fusion, like modern alchemy, is prohibitively expensive, in part because the reaction requires extremely high temperatures, which require a lot of energy to achieve.

Back in February, Adam Rutkowski, one of the co-founders of Marathon, started thinking about additional ways that a fusion reactor could prove useful--an extra revenue stream, perhaps, that could subsidize the costly process. He told me that he'd had a few other ideas, including one involving nuclear batteries, before he arrived at his epiphany: The neutrons produced during fusion could be repurposed to change one metal into another. A power plant, in other words, could double as a gold factory.

Rutkowski ran the idea past several fusion physicists, including Dennis Whyte, a professor of nuclear science and engineering at MIT. Whyte told me that he thought it was clever, and he plans to test the theory by using computer simulations during one of his classes next semester. Steven Cowley, the director of the Princeton Plasma Physics Laboratory, who was not involved in the study, was likewise intrigued. Rutkowski has "a really nice idea," Cowley told me, though he would like to see more analysis before he's entirely convinced that gold could be manufactured in this way.

At the moment, Rutkowski's idea is entirely speculative; he's not sitting on a pile of gold, but rather would like to be one day, as commercial fusion becomes more of a reality. In fact, the utter lack of commercial fusion in 2025 is likely the largest and most obvious barrier to his vision. Marathon is not in the reactor-building business; instead, it hopes to team up with such companies by consulting and supplying them with equipment. According to a recent survey, fusion companies have raised $2.6 billion in the past year, and the majority of company representatives who responded said they believe that fusion power will become a reality at some point in the next decade. Some physicists I spoke with thought that timeline might be optimistic, but they also noted that significant progress has been made in recent years.

Read: Is this the 'Kitty Hawk moment' for fusion energy?

I sent Marathon's proposal to Lawrence Principe, a historian and chemist at Johns Hopkins University who has written several books about alchemy and has re-created alchemical recipes in his lab. (He successfully replicated one 17th-century experiment that made a lump of gold appear to grow into a glittering tree inside a flask.) Principe was struck, while perusing the company's website, by the spirited promotional language--touting a "golden age," for example--that echoes the pamphleteering of centuries past. "I'm getting deja vu here looking at this relative to 16th- and 17th-century texts," he told me.

Like Marathon, many alchemists from that era advertised that they were on the cusp of a breakthrough, according to Principe. They wrote to kings and queens asking for an investment in their laboratory, or for a gold sample to kick-start the undertaking. In the 15th century, King Henry IV banned the practice because he was worried about alchemical advances undermining gold currency. That's a theoretical consideration today too. But fusion seems unlikely to devalue anyone's stockpile: Rutkowski estimates that a single reactor could produce just a couple of tons of gold per year--worth more than $200 million, but still a far cry from the 3,000-plus tons that are mined annually, not to mention that any gold produced through fusion would be somewhat radioactive and would take about 15 years to be considered safe.

The history of alchemy is replete with stories of dashed hopes and dubious boasts. In 1782, a British chemist named James Price, like Marathon, claimed that he could turn mercury into gold, though he professed doing it with mysterious powders rather than nuclear energy. After being repeatedly challenged to replicate his experiment, he agreed to put on a public demonstration. But instead, when the time came, he drank a vial of poison and died in front of the three witnesses who showed up. In the early 20th century, Rudolph Hunter, an engineer and inventor, was deemed a "modern Midas" after claiming he was set to build a factory that could produce thousands of dollars' worth of gold a day by using principles he had learned from studying the sun. He passed away before proving his concept.

From the January 1973 issue: History of alchemy

Unlike those ill-fated efforts, Marathon's plan has real science behind it. If it works, the achievement would mark the end of the alchemist's quest, proof positive that humankind can alter the elements. But Rutkowski and company aren't driven by the desire for gold itself. Instead, they're after a technology that could help sate the world's ever-growing need for energy--a prize that's far more valuable and, for now, still just out of reach.
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America Is Living in a Climate-Denial Fantasy

On climate, the U.S. and the rest of the planet are now in "completely separate worlds."

by Zoe Schlanger




Updated at 9:56 p.m. ET on August 8, 2025
 
 Last month, the world's highest court issued a long-awaited opinion on how international law should regard climate harm. The International Court of Justice concluded, unanimously, that states have binding legal obligations to act to protect the climate system, and failure to do so--by continuing to produce, consume, and subsidize fossil fuels--may "constitute an internationally wrongful act." In other words, curbing greenhouse-gas emissions is not merely voluntary in the eyes of the court; failure to do so is illegal.



A week later, the U.S. government proffered an entirely opposite picture of legal responsibility. It announced a plan to rescind one of the most important legal underpinnings of the federal effort to combat climate change. The Environmental Protection Agency's endangerment finding for greenhouse gases, from 2009, says quite simply that these emissions endanger the public and qualify as harmful pollution; they can therefore be regulated under the Clean Air Act. This finding is the legal basis for power-plant rules, tailpipe-emissions regulations, and almost every other action the executive branch has taken to curb the release of carbon dioxide and methane. And the U.S. EPA would now like to throw it out.

The United States and the rest of the planet are now in "completely separate worlds" in terms of legal understanding of climate responsibility, the human-rights attorney Lotte Leicht, who works as the advocacy director of the nonprofit Climate Rights International, told me. "I think almost nothing could have painted a starker picture," Nikki Reisch, an attorney and the Climate and Energy Program director at the Center for International Environmental Law, agrees.

The ICJ opinion was the first time the world court has expressly addressed climate obligations under international law, and it did so with unusual clarity. It removed what Leicht described to me as a legal fog that the world has existed in for decades by rebuking two of the main arguments that high-emitting countries and companies have made to avoid liability. The first is that the climate crisis is simply too big and complex to attribute to any particular entity, rendering individual accountability impractical and unfair. "The court made clear that that is not an excuse that holds up anymore," Leicht said. Thanks in part to attribution science, a particular country or company's contribution to the climate crisis can be assessed, and the fact that many entities are at fault is not an excuse to evade individual liability.



The second argument--that only special climate accords, such as the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement, could dictate their climate obligations, and that even then those pacts were by and large voluntary--was also struck down. In its opinion, the court wrote that climate action is not, in fact, voluntary at all: Instead, because climate change threatens lives, degrades health, and deprives people of their home, both domestically and across borders, climate agreements are legally binding, and states can be sued for failure to uphold them.



In fact, according to the court, even if a state is not party to a climate treaty, or if a treaty agreement is too weak to prevent the climate harm that country is enacting, that state is still legally liable, thanks to customary law--well-established fundamental legal principles that all countries must comply with, such as the general duty to protect basic human rights.



An advisory opinion such as this one is not in itself legally binding. But the international laws it is meant to interpret are. In some countries, including the Netherlands and Kenya, international law is incorporated into domestic law at the point of ratification. In others, it can take precedence over domestic law; elsewhere, it may become domestic law through an act of legislature. Reisch told me that she expects this opinion to be used to support climate lawsuits against countries and companies going forward, and to justify new legislation in statehouses and local governments. Leicht, who is also the chair of the Council of the European Center for Constitutional Human Rights, told me the opinion would figure in one of the organization's cases: It is representing four residents of Pari, a tiny Indonesian island, who are suing Holcim, a major Swiss cement company, arguing that its outsize share of greenhouse gases is contributing to Pari's disappearance.



The U.S., famously, does not make much of international laws. In prior international climate negotiations, America has tried to minimize its responsibility as the largest cumulative emitter of greenhouse gases. Margaret Taylor, the U.S. legal adviser to the State Department under Joe Biden, presented commentary at the ICJ in December in which she argued that current human-rights laws do not provide for a right to a healthy environment, nor should countries be financially responsible for past emissions, both of which the ICJ ultimately disagreed with in this new opinion. The State Department has said it's reviewing the opinion; whether or not the country acts on it, it does open the U.S. to new climate lawsuits and will strengthen those already under way, including two separate suits brought by youth in Montana and California, arguing that the Trump administration's actions on the environment threaten their rights. (The State Department did not reply to a request for comment.)



The Trump administration, meanwhile, seems ready to simply ignore, if not outright reject, any responsibility the U.S. might have for climate change. Its intent to roll back the endangerment finding is at odds with recent domestic legal opinion. After the EPA announced its intentions, various legal experts spoke, almost in chorus, about the slim chance this plan had of making it through the likely court challenges. Jonathan Adler, a conservative legal scholar and professor at William and Mary Law School, said in a column that he agreed with it on policy grounds but called the move legally "foolish"--the Bush administration tried a similar strategy in 2007, only to have the Supreme Court affirm that greenhouse gases qualify as air pollutants. The EPA, in an emailed response to questions, acknowledged the 2007 decision, but noted that it "did not require EPA to make an endangerment finding and did not review the logic or conclusions of the 2009 Endangerment Finding because it hadn't been issued yet." It also added, hopefully, that there have been two more recent decisions in which the Supreme Court pulled back aspects of the EPA's ability to regulate greenhouse gases.



By attempting to abdicate any legal responsibility to provide for a healthy environment, the U.S. is running in the opposite direction as the global legal community. Last month, prior to the release of the ICJ opinion, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights also declared that the climate crisis qualifies as a human-rights violation, triggering rights-based obligations for countries and companies in that region. And last year, the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea issued an advisory opinion qualifying greenhouse gases as marine pollution, triggering similar legal obligations for countries to mitigate them. This trend, Leicht reminded me, will likely outlive the current American political moment.



I found myself struck by the clarity of the final paragraph in the ICJ's opinion, which reminds lawyers that climate change is bigger even than the law. "A complete solution to this daunting, and self-inflicted, problem requires the contribution of all fields of human knowledge, whether law, science, economics or any other," the court wrote. "Above all, a lasting and satisfactory solution requires human will and wisdom--at the individual, social and political levels--to change our habits, comforts and current way of life in order to secure a future for ourselves and those who are yet to come."



Indeed, rights apply not just to the people who exist now, but to future generations. As the U.S.'s climate liability comes into sharper focus, so does the fact of its growing burden on that group. The question is how long the country will disavow that charge.




This article originally stated that Lotte Leicht, the chair of the Council of the European Center for Constitutional Human Rights, was one of the lawyers litigating the case on behalf of Pari, the Indonesian island. She is not, although others at the organization are.
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        What Happened When Canada Gave Citizens the Right to Die
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Nine years after Canada legalized assisted death--known formally as Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID--doctors are struggling to keep up with demand, Elaina Plott Calabro reports in a feature for our September issue. Clinicians are also reckoning with a philosophical question that gets more and more co...

      

      
        Yes, Stephen Miller Is Surrounded by Criminals
        Alexandra Petri

        Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needs to take a stand!Stephen Miller was correct to point out that D.C. is awash in crime. Everywhere he looks: criminals. He can barely take three steps without running into one. From the moment he arrives at work in the morning until the second he leaves, one crime after another, piling horrendously high. Illegality everywhere, and casual disregard for the well-being of law-abiding Americans!Some p...
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        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker has made himself a spokesperson for Democratic resistance to Republican plans for a brazen mid-decade gerrymander, and on Sunday, he appeared on Meet the Press to state his case. "It's cheating," Pritzker said of the Texas redistricting that the president has demanded. "...

      

      
        The President's Police State
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.For years, prominent voices on the right argued that Democrats were enacting a police state. They labeled everything--a report on homegrown extremism, IRS investigations into nonprofits--a sign of impending authoritarianism. Measures taken by state governments to combat the spread of COVID? Tyranny. An FB...

      

      
        Extreme Home Makeover: White House Edition
        Alexandra Petri

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.A limousine makes its way down Pennsylvania Avenue.J. D. Vance: I'm here in place of erstwhile host Ty Pennington to surprise a really deserving family with a total home makeover!The limousine pulls up at the White House.Vance: Incredible news: The family is the Trump family! Donald, the patriarch, is the monarch of what he hopes will soon be a small, backwater nation after he applies a combination of tarif...
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        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Isaac Stanley-Becker, a staff writer who has reported on Steve Witkoff's role as President Donald Trump's "shadow secretary of state," the early te...

      

      
        A Beach Read Can Be Anything You Want It to Be
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.Conventional wisdom says that a beach read ought to be light and fun--a book with a pastel cover. But the beach read can be anything you want it to be. Vacation might feel like the perfect moment to escape into frivolity, or to dive into something dense that you finally have the mental space for. (If y...

      

      
        What's Really Driving Netanyahu's Decisions
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Overnight, Israel's security cabinet approved a proposal from Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to occupy Gaza City, a plan that neither the Israeli security establishment nor the majority of the Israeli public supports. I spoke with my colleague Yair Rosenberg about the gap between what Israel wants an...

      

      
        Reading <em>Mrs. Dalloway</em> Again and Again
        Boris Kachka

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.Virginia Woolf's novel Mrs. Dalloway turned 100 this spring--not quite double the age of its protagonist, Clarissa Dalloway, who, as Woolf writes, "had just broken into her fifty-second year." The book pops up less frequently on lists of the best fiction of the 20th century than James Joyce's Ulysses, the libidinous classic to which Dalloway is often read as a side-eyed response. But I wou...

      

      
        A Political Game Could Redefine Voting in America
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Activists and organizers like to say that the world is run by those who show up, so the fact that what Texas's Democratic legislators need to do to further their agenda is not show up is inauspicious for them.Those lawmakers, most of whom are currently holed up in Illinois, are seeking to prevent Republ...
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What Happened When Canada Gave Citizens the Right to Die

A conversation with Elaina Plott Calabro about the legalization of assisted death

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Nine years after Canada legalized assisted death--known formally as Medical Assistance in Dying, or MAID--doctors are struggling to keep up with demand, Elaina Plott Calabro reports in a feature for our September issue. Clinicians are also reckoning with a philosophical question that gets more and more complicated as new types of MAID requests emerge: "If autonomy in death is sacrosanct, is there anyone who shouldn't be helped to die?"

"This is the story of an ideology in motion, of what happens when a nation enshrines a right before reckoning with the totality of its logic," Elaina writes. I spoke with her about how doctors are dealing with this new form of ethical responsibility, and why demand for MAID in Canada has far outpaced all predictions.



Isabel Fattal: In Canada, an emphasis on patient autonomy is the guiding principle of MAID. How does that emphasis define the country's specific culture around assisted death?

Elaina Plott Calabro: In Canada, to receive MAID, a patient does not have to have exhausted all other reasonable options to alleviate their suffering. They just have to be made aware of them. In the Netherlands, by contrast, a doctor and a patient do have to agree that the patient has exhausted all reasonable options of care before they move ahead with euthanasia. Distinctions like that brought home for me just how central autonomy is to this regime.

Isabel: You write about how, in the end, Canada's medical providers are the ones who have to bear this complex ethical responsibility. How were some of the clinicians you met dealing with that?

Elaina: At the outset, there were a lot of clinicians in Canada who were in theory quite supportive of a patient's right to die but were nervous about actually participating, because the standards turned to a large extent on a clinician's individual discretion. The law itself did not give terribly specific criteria as to what would qualify a patient to be eligible for euthanasia.

I spoke with one doctor, Dr. Madeline Li, a cancer psychiatrist in Toronto. This is someone who, following the law's passage, played a leading role in building out the actual practice of MAID. She developed the MAID program at the University Health Network, the largest teaching-hospital system in Canada. About two years after MAID was legalized, she came across a patient who had cancer, but it was a pretty curable cancer--the doctors gave him a 65 percent chance of survival with treatment. But the patient said that he wanted MAID. And the surgeon was kind of alarmed and thought, Well, you know, maybe the patient just doesn't want surgery; maybe he wants chemo instead. The patient was sent to other specialists, but he continued to insist that he didn't want treatment; he wanted MAID.

This patient finally ended up meeting with Li. She asked, What if you had a 100 percent chance of survival? Would you want treatment? And he said, No, I want MAID. That crystallized for her the spectrum of interpretations a doctor could rely upon when trying to understand this law. To her, it seemed that this was a patient whose death, given the fact that he did not want treatment, had become "reasonably foreseeable." His disease was technically incurable because according to prevailing interpretations of the law, a disease is considered incurable if it cannot be cured by means acceptable to the patient.

All of this made Li conclude, Okay, well, he is technically eligible for MAID, but this doesn't feel right. She did end up honoring his wish to receive MAID but regretted it, she told me, almost as soon as his heart stopped beating, and from that point on had to make a decision for herself, for her own comfort level, that she would not let the definition of incurability turn solely on a patient's discretion. But clinicians across Canada are all making these sorts of decisions for themselves.

Isabel: Demand for MAID in Canada surged beyond the government's initial predictions. Did your reporting suggest anything to you about what broader demand for something like MAID might be if it were offered in more places?

Elaina: A lot of officials and clinicians in Canada are still not entirely sure why demand surged so rapidly and why it has not yet leveled out. One MAID clinician I spoke with spent a lot of time trying to understand the various regimes in Europe. A major difference between those regimes and the one in Canada is to some extent cultural. In European countries with legalized assisted death, your primary-care physician is usually the one you're applying to in order to receive assisted death. In the event that your application is rejected, you typically won't go on to seek another doctor's opinion. But in Canada, the system largely developed around MAID-coordination centers, and so, for the most part, clinicians have no previous relationship with the patient they're assessing. If you have one person say, No, I don't think you're eligible, there's no taboo about going to seek another assessment immediately.

There's also an awareness of MAID in Canada that has helped propel and sustain demand. At this point, many clinicians told me, it's very hard to come across someone who doesn't know, by some degree, someone who has received MAID. There's a great deal of emphasis in Canada on ensuring that patients are made aware of it as an option, whereas in some countries, clinicians are either prohibited or generally discouraged from initiating conversations about assisted death.

Read Elaina's full feature.



Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Is this the hardest physical contest in the world?
 	Anne Applebaum: Trump has a new definition of human rights.
 	Will Trump get his Potemkin statistics?
 	Alexandra Petri: Yes, Stephen Miller is surrounded by criminals.




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump said he will push Congress to extend federal control of the Washington, D.C., police force beyond the 30-day limit.
 
 	 Trump warned Russia of "severe consequences" if President Vladimir Putin doesn't agree to end the Ukraine war at the U.S.-Russia summit in Alaska later this week.
 
 	Trump, who took over as the board chair of the Kennedy Center early this year, announced the recipients of the 2025 Kennedy Center Honors, including the metal band Kiss, the Broadway star Michael Crawford, the country singer George Strait, the actor Sylvester Stallone, and the singer Gloria Gaynor.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



A 'Hopefully Completely Unrelatable' Story About Marriage

By Olga Khazan

In the late 1960s, Maurice and Maralyn Bailey sold their house in Derby, in Central England, and commissioned a 31-foot-long sailboat, the Auralyn. Seeking an escape from their boring lives and the dreary English weather, they planned to sail around the world. To "preserve their freedom from outside interference," as Maurice put it, they did not bring a radio transmitter aboard. Nine months after departing from the south of England in 1972, they made it through the Panama Canal and into the Pacific when a whale struck their boat, sinking it.
 A new book, A Marriage at Sea, tells the tale of what happened next: The Baileys transferred themselves, 33 tins of food, and some cookies and Coffee-Mate into an inflatable life raft and dinghy, each barely the size of a stretched-out adult. They hoped for a ship to sail by and spot them. For nearly four months, they floated around, filling their time by catching rainwater and turtles--first as pets, then as food. Together, they clung to life as starvation and illness set in. Somehow, they survived. And they stayed married. And they went on another months-long sailing trip together.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Why RFK Jr.'s anti-vaccine campaign is working
 	The virtue of integrity
 	The David Frum Show: Why housing feels hopeless
 	Nothing is scarier than an unmarried woman.




Culture Break


Hulu



Watch. The sitcom King of the Hill returns with a vision of suburban America that's now harder to come by, Adrienne Matei writes.

Read. The Right of the People: Democracy and the Case for a New American Founding, by Osita Nwanevu, argues for making the United States a "true" democracy but fails at the essential strategy of persuasion, George Packer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Yes, Stephen Miller Is Surrounded by Criminals

Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and we've found lots of criminals congregated in one place.

by Alexandra Petri




Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needs to take a stand!

Stephen Miller was correct to point out that D.C. is awash in crime. Everywhere he looks: criminals. He can barely take three steps without running into one. From the moment he arrives at work in the morning until the second he leaves, one crime after another, piling horrendously high. Illegality everywhere, and casual disregard for the well-being of law-abiding Americans!

Some people say that being around crime is just the price of living in a city, and that those intimidated by it just need to toughen up. But it's so brazen!

Get off the Metro at any point in D.C., but especially near the White House, and you might encounter one of these miscreants, flaunting their impunity in broad daylight. Why isn't law enforcement doing its job? Members of the violent January 6 mob, released back on the streets! A man who three whistleblowers alleged had told Department of Justice employees to ignore a court order and say "Fuck you" to a judge, headed to the federal bench! The people who dismantled the Department of Education, which had been established by an act of Congress, just wandering around!

The Supreme Court ultimately decided the dismantling was okay, but the justices weren't guaranteed to feel that way! There is a word for when you do something that seems illegal and just hope that a judge will let you off. But that's the trouble with D.C. These judges are just giving slaps on the wrist for the most egregious offenses. And that invites more crime! Now, wherever Stephen looks, people are taking the Constitution as a mere suggestion. With judges like this, you could order SEAL Team Six to assassinate somebody, and you might get away with it. Who could feel safe in a city where that was true?

Some madman recently filled the streets with weapons of war! Tanks! Actual tanks! Forget brandishing a gun in a public place--he insisted on tanks!

Everywhere, there are people breaking the law, or trying to. Even the man Stephen works for turns out to be a convicted felon, who once said that "when you're a celebrity, they let you do it." He also urged a mob of people to descend on the Capitol "peacefully and patriotically." Technically, not a crime but--an impeachable offense! He accepted a plane from Qatar. He stored classified documents in a bathroom! Never mind what his company was doing in New York State, or what E. Jean Carroll's civil suit found. The things he is trying to do via executive order boggle the mind! And you should see his associates!

The point is, crime is everywhere, if only you know where to look. Including in other neighborhoods of the city, but surely those crimes are best dealt with on a local level, and parachuting in federal law enforcement with an unclear mandate will only make the situation worse.

Instead, the National Guard ought to focus on tackling the major terror on the streets of this city! Why, at any moment you or your neighbor could get yanked into an unmarked van by a masked man, without any regard for habeas corpus. Los Angeles all over again! How can anyone feel safe while this keeps happening? People who are trying to do everything the right way, snatched from hallways after their court hearings. Professors, detained after expressing their views. Americans who just want to work hard and support their families, petrified to go to work every day because of the shameless wrongdoers in D.C. and what they have unleashed. And whoever masterminded the abduction of so many people--seized without due process and whisked away to a foreign gulag--is still at large, and staring back at Stephen every time he looks into a mirror. Not safe, not safe!

Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needed to take a stand!

Oh. Oh, I see. Never mind.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/08/criminals-dc-white-house/683859/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Forces His Opponents to Choose Between Bad Options

Some of the president's power stems from his ability to put his opponents in lose-lose situations.

by David A. Graham




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker has made himself a spokesperson for Democratic resistance to Republican plans for a brazen mid-decade gerrymander, and on Sunday, he appeared on Meet the Press to state his case. "It's cheating," Pritzker said of the Texas redistricting that the president has demanded. "Donald Trump is a cheater. He cheats on his wives. He cheats at golf. And now he's trying to cheat the American people out of their votes."

It's a clever line. But it would have been better if not for the fact that some of Pritzker's fellow Democrats, including the governors of New York and California, are now trying to redraw their state's maps to squeeze Republicans. (It might also have landed better if Illinois' maps weren't already gerrymandered, as Representative Mike Quigley, a Chicago Democrat, recently acknowledged.)

If they're going to strike back, Democrats in some of these states don't just have to draw new maps--they have to find ways to circumvent structures they enacted in recent years to make maps fairer. Former Attorney General Eric Holder has been the driving force behind Democrats' work for fairer districts, but he's now in the awkward position of calling for cutthroat maps. "My hope would be you have these temporary measures," he told The New York Times. Of course, everyone always hopes that. The political scientist Sara Sadhwani, who helped draw the Golden State's current maps, argued for tossing them, telling Politico's California Playbook, "These are extraordinary times, and extraordinary times often call for extraordinary measures."

This reasoning feels both dangerous and alluring. Democrats pushed for fairer districts to bolster democracy; if they remain pure and Republicans rig the system, then it was all for naught. Yet if they abandon the push for fairness, what are they preserving? Saying that Americans should resist tyranny is all well and good, but the past decade has shown that resisting involves a lot of risky judgment calls. Part of Trump's political genius, and his threat, is that he forces his opponents to choose between bad options.

During the first Trump administration, for example, some of his aides simply refused to execute on things the president told them to do--or, in one case, reportedly even swiped a draft letter from his desk to prevent it from being signed. On the one hand, they were probably right on the merits: Trump has lots of bad ideas, some of which might have endangered the country if enacted. On the other hand, they were unelected officials refusing lawful commands from the elected president. What's right in the short term can set perilous precedents in the long run.

This week, Trump dispatched the D.C. National Guard and federal officers to the streets of the capital. Five summers ago, amid major protests, he did the same--and reportedly contemplated calling in active-duty soldiers. Then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley was able to talk Trump out of that, but the price he paid was participation in a photo op with the president as he walked across Lafayette Square from the White House. The resulting images "created a perception of the military involved in domestic politics," as Milley put it. He quickly came to regret that decision and apologized. Knowing which choice was better is nearly impossible.

Once Trump left office, federal prosecutors had to grapple with how to handle both his attempt to steal the 2020 presidential election and his hoarding of classified documents at Mar-a-Lago. Trump's misdeeds were not especially murky or covert: Everyone watched him try to subvert the election in real time, culminating in the January 6 insurrection; the documents in question were demonstrably at Mar-a-Lago, and the government had subpoenaed them.

Declining to prosecute Trump for these actions would have encouraged his own further abuses and also fostered the impression that not everyone is equal under the law. Yet political leaders in functioning democracies generally do not charge their political rivals who have left office with crimes, because it injects partisanship into the system, eroding it for the future. Trump falsely accused President Joe Biden of engaging in banana-republic-style politics, but now that Trump is in power, his government is reportedly pursuing an absurd investigation against former President Barack Obama.

Once criminal charges were set in motion, the judges presiding over the cases had their own challenges. Would they give Trump a gag order--standard procedure to prevent a defendant from attacking witnesses publicly--and create an opportunity for him to claim "election interference," or would they allow attacks that no other defendant could get away with? (They mostly tried to split the difference.) The country ended up with perhaps the worst outcome: Trump faced charges, he reaped political benefit from claiming persecution, and now he has avoided convictions or even trials in all but one case, evading accountability by running out the clock.

Washington Mayor Muriel Bowser is now facing her own tough choice: If she forcefully opposes the president's temporary takeover of the city's police force, as well as other measures that he says he is taking to fight crime, then she risks inviting even more aggressive action from an angry Trump. If, however, she mostly acquiesces, then she is yielding the city's powers and surrendering her constituency's preferences to his. Meanwhile, university presidents are weighing whether to give in to Trump's attempts to seize control over their operations. Is it better to strike a costly settlement and regain some limited autonomy, or to fight the administration and risk even greater damage?

"Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice," Republican Senator Barry Goldwater said during his 1964 presidential bid. "Moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue." Americans resoundingly rejected that vision at the time, but now many of Trump's opponents and targets are adopting it as a philosophy. Forcing Americans who care about democracy into these dilemmas is part of what gives him such power.

Related:

	How Democrats tied their own hands on redistricting
 	How the Texas standoff will (probably) end




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality.
 
 	 Vladimir Putin could be laying a trap.
 
 	 Trump is right that D.C. has a serious crime problem.
 




Today's News

	 About 800 National Guard troops have arrived in Washington, D.C., to support local law enforcement in carrying out President Donald Trump's order to deal with crime.
 
 	 Trump is considering filing a lawsuit against Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell over the Fed's building renovation, amid ongoing tensions over interest rates.
 
 	Inflation remained steady in July despite price increases on some goods caused by Trump's tariffs.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Clara Bastian / Getty.



Americans Are All In on Cow-Based Wellness

By Yasmin Tayag

A not-insignificant number of TikToks aim to convince the viewer that beef-tallow moisturizer will not make your face smell like cow. The beauty influencers who tend to appear in these videos--usually clear-skinned women rubbing tallow into their face as they detail their previous dermatological woes--describe the scent as "buttery" or "earthy" or grass-like. Many of them come to the same conclusion: Okay, even if the tallow does smell a little bit, the smooth skin it leaves behind is well worth it.
 Beef tallow (as both a moisturizer and an alternative to seed oils) is one of many cow-based products that have crowded the wellness market in the past five or so years. Beef-bone broth is a grocery-store staple. Demand for raw milk has grown, despite numerous cases of illness and warnings from public-health officials that drinking it can be fatal. In certain circles, raw cow organs--heart, liver, kidney--are prized superfoods ...
 Woo-woo, it seems, is becoming moo-moo. America has entered its cowmaxxing era.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The AI takeover of education is just getting started.
 	Kari Lake's attempt to deport her own employees
 	A management anti-fad that will last forever
 	Dear James: Do I need to shut up at work?




Culture Break


Jeff, 16, Fayetteville, New York, 1990



Look. In the 1980s and '90s, Adrienne Salinger photographed American teenagers in their natural habitat: their bedroom.

Read. In Xenobe Purvis's novel, The Hounding, a brood of odd siblings might be turning into dogs, Talya Zax writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The President's Police State

Trump is delivering the authoritarian government his party once warned about.

by David A. Graham




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

For years, prominent voices on the right argued that Democrats were enacting a police state. They labeled everything--a report on homegrown extremism, IRS investigations into nonprofits--a sign of impending authoritarianism. Measures taken by state governments to combat the spread of COVID? Tyranny. An FBI search of Mar-a-Lago? The weaponization of law enforcement.

Now that a president is actually sending federal troops and officers out into the streets of the nation's cities, however, the right is in lockstep behind him. This morning, Donald Trump announced that he was declaring a crime emergency, temporarily seizing control of the Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Police Department and deploying the D.C. National Guard to the nation's capital.

"This is liberation day in D.C.," Trump said. Nothing says liberation like deploying hundreds of uniformed soldiers against the wishes of the local elected government. District residents have made clear that they would prefer greater autonomy, including congressional representation, and they have three times voted overwhelmingly against Trump. His response is not just to flex power but to treat the District of Columbia as the president's personal fiefdom.

Trump's move is based on out-of-date statistics. It places two officials without municipal policing experience in positions of power over federalization and the MPD, and seems unlikely to significantly affect crime rates. What the White House hopes it might achieve, Politico reports, is "a quick, visually friendly PR win." Trump needs that after more than a month of trying and failing to change the subject from his onetime friend Jeffrey Epstein.

But what this PR stunt could also do is create precedent for Trump to send armed forces out into American streets whenever he declares a spurious state of emergency. Some of Trump's supporters don't seem to mind that fact: "Trump has the opportunity to do a Bukele-style crackdown on DC crime," Christopher Rufo, the influential conservative personality, posted on X, referring to Nayib Bukele, the Trump ally who is president of El Salvador. "Question is whether he has the will, and whether the public the stomach. Big test: Can he reduce crime faster than the Left advances a counternarrative about 'authoritarianism'? If yes, he wins. Speed matters."

Rufo seems to view everything in terms of a political battle to be won via narratives; the term authoritarianism appears to mean nothing to him, and maybe it never meant anything to others on the right who assailed Barack Obama, Joe Biden, and Democratic governors. It does have a real meaning, though, and Bukele is its poster boy. Despite the constitution having banned it, he ran for a second term in office; his party then changed the constitution to allow "indefinite" reelection. Lawmakers in his party also brazenly removed supreme-court justices, and his government has forced journalists into exile and locked up tens of thousands of people without due process. This is apparently the America that Chris Rufo wants.

To justify the crackdown, Trump has cited an alleged carjacking attempt that police records say injured the former DOGE employee Edward "Big Balls" Coristine. But MPD has already arrested two Maryland 15-year-olds for unarmed carjacking. That's good news. Carjacking is a serious crime and should be punished. But Trump has used the incident to claim that violent crime is skyrocketing in Washington. This is, put simply, nonsense. During a press conference today, Trump cited murder statistics from 2023, and said that carjackings had "more than tripled" over the past five years. He didn't use more recent numbers because they show that these crimes are down significantly in Washington. Murder dropped 32 percent from 2023 to 2024, robberies 39 percent, and armed carjackings 53 percent. This is in line with a broad national reduction in crime. MPD's preliminary data indicate that violent crime is down another 26 percent so far this year compared with the same timeframe in 2024, though as the crime-statistics analyst Jeff Asher writes, this drop is probably overstated.

Trump's descriptions of Washington as a lawless hellscape bear little resemblance to what most residents experience. Not only is D.C. not "one of the most dangerous cities anywhere in the World," as Trump claims, but his prescription seems unlikely to help. He said he is appointing Attorney General Pam Bondi and Terry Cole, the head of the Drug Enforcement Administration, to help lead the federalization effort and MPD, but neither has any experience with municipal policing. They have not said what they will do differently. If the administration deploys its forces to high-profile areas such as the National Mall, they won't have much impact on violent crime, because that's not where it happens; if they go to less central areas with higher crime rates, they won't get the PR boost they seek, because tourists and news cameras aren't there.

Throughout his two presidencies, Trump has treated the military as a prop for making statements about which issues he cares about--and which he doesn't. He deployed the D.C. National Guard during protests after the murder of George Floyd in summer 2020. Earlier this summer, he federalized the California National Guard and sent Marines to Los Angeles to assist with immigration enforcement, but they were sent home when it became clear that they had nothing to do there. Yet according to testimony before the January 6 panel, Trump did not deploy the D.C. National Guard when an armed mob was sacking the U.S. Capitol in 2021 to try to help Trump hold on to power.

Good policing is important because citizens deserve the right to live in safety. Recent drops in crime in Washington are good news because the district's residents should be able to feel safe. But Trump's militarization of the city, his seizure of local police, and his lies about crime in Washington do the opposite: They are a way to make people feel unsafe, and either quiet residents' dissent or make them support new presidential power grabs. Many of Trump's defenders are angry when he's called an authoritarian, but not when he acts as one.

Related:

	 Trump's farcical D.C. crackdown
 
 	 Emergency powers are about to be tested. (From January)
 




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Bono: Israel and Gaza, held hostage by fundamentalism
 	Jonathan Chait: Donald Trump doesn't really care about crime.
 	Extreme Home Makeover: White House Edition, by Alexandra Petri




Today's News

	 An explosion at a U.S. Steel plant in Clairton, Pennsylvania, killed at least one person and injured at least 10. Authorities are investigating the cause as rescue efforts continue, with one person still missing.
 
 	 A federal judge denied the Department of Justice's request to unseal grand-jury records in Ghislaine Maxwell's criminal case, adding that they offer no "meaningful new information" beyond what was revealed at trial.
 
 	President Donald Trump said his administration is considering reclassifying marijuana as less dangerous and will decide in the coming weeks.




Dispatches

	 The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiles a list of beach-read recommendations for all moods.
 
 	The Weekly Planet: A new study found that, in hundreds of clean-energy futures, the world fell short of key resources, Alexander C. Kaufman writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic*



A Cheat Code for Parents Isn't Working Anymore

By Shirley Li

Julia, a Muppet on Sesame Street, is a 4-year-old girl with bright-orange hair who likes singing, painting, and playing with her stuffed bunny, "Fluffster." She's also autistic--which means, as the show made clear during the character's TV debut, in 2017, that Julia expresses herself in a manner some might not understand. When Big Bird worries that Julia's silence means she doesn't like him, his fellow Muppet Abby explains that Julia does things "in a Julia sort of way." By the end of the episode, Big Bird and Julia are friends, even harmonizing in song.
 Neurodivergence is rarely portrayed authentically on-screen, let alone in a way children can grasp. But Julia, who went on to become a regular presence on the show, is the result of a collaboration between Sesame Workshop, the nonprofit company behind Sesame Street, and a team of researchers who study child development and autism. And her introduction did more than demonstrate what neurodivergence can look like; the show emphasized that she has an identity of her own and is as worthy of friendship as anyone else. Those are complex concepts, carefully constructed for young viewers to comprehend.
 In the years ahead, such meticulous work may be harder to accomplish.


Read the full article.





More From The Atlantic

	A tech rule that will "future-proof" your kids
 	The elite-university presidents who despise one another
 	The facial-recognition sham
 	Elaina Plott Calabro: Canada is killing itself.
 	No one in the White House knows how to stop Ebola.
 	Trump invites Putin to set foot in America.
 	Yes, a moon base.




Culture Break


Illustration: Louise Zergaeng Pomeroy. Sources: Edoardo Fornaciari / Getty; Evening Standard / Getty.



Examine. The novelist Muriel Spark was more than just a wit; she was also a religious writer.

Read. "Surface Support," a poem by Michael D. Snediker:

"Meniscus augur & hour of errors as the mercury rag spills its rings / from his last good pore, his teeth shaped in greenhouse suet or little / expectant pots of orchid balm in snow."

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Today's non-Atlantic recommended reading comes from David D. Kirkpatrick at The New Yorker. On the one hand, it seems obvious that Donald Trump has profited handsomely from the presidency. On the other, calculating some amount feels impossible--in part because he has refused to engage in traditional rituals of transparency, such as releasing his taxes. Kirkpatrick tried to rough out a number. He ended up with a conservative estimate of $3.4 billion and a warning: "By the time I finished adding up the Trump family's profits, I was almost inured to it all." If even reporters digging into the matter can become desensitized, how much is the broader electorate overlooking?

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Extreme Home Makeover: White House Edition

This old, fly-infested building needs some work.

by Alexandra Petri




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

A limousine makes its way down Pennsylvania Avenue.

J. D. Vance: I'm here in place of erstwhile host Ty Pennington to surprise a really deserving family with a total home makeover!

The limousine pulls up at the White House.

Vance: Incredible news: The family is the Trump family! Donald, the patriarch, is the monarch of what he hopes will soon be a small, backwater nation after he applies a combination of tariffs and mass deportations to its once-thriving economy. He's hoping to completely redo his house so that one day, he can pass it down to his kids!

Muffled voice off-camera: This house is the people's house.

The camera is handed to somebody else and the speaker gets dragged away.

Donald Trump: I'm so glad you came to give us this makeover, J.D.!

Vance: Well, no one could be more deserving, Mr. President. This is why people are always giving you planes: because they know you deserve nice things. And the American people will pay whatever it takes!

Trump: That's what being president means.

Vance: Yes, sir.

Trump: As I am constantly saying, this is a yucky house that is almost too old to be safe to live in anymore, full of flies and pictures of men who aren't Donald Trump--the two worst things a self-respecting man can have in his house. Also, it is in Washington, D.C., a horrible place. Did you know it is actually where they filmed Mad Max, which is a documentary?

Vance: I didn't know that, but not because I doubt that it's true!

Exterior shot of the White House

Narrator: This old building, called the "White House," needs work! It's been a temporary residence for generations of men, including but not limited to Millard Fillmore. William Henry Harrison took one look at it and decided death was preferable. James Madison presided over some free demolition work that was paid for entirely by Britain. One president had an aide named Reince Priebus whose entire function was to shoo away the house's flies.

Before now, any changes were temporary in nature. Residents could transform the house into a haunted blood forest, but only for a season. They could move Winston Churchill's bust and set off a days-long alarm at Fox News headquarters. But fundamentally, the building was the same--full of flies, despite the best efforts of Reince Priebus. Most of its inhabitants have stayed for just four or a maximum of 12 years. There's something about this place that gets most people to leave, and Donald Trump is determined to change whatever that is.

New muffled voice: It's called elections.

Again the speaker is dragged away. 

Trump: First thing we need to fix is: This place is extremely haunted!

Trump walks through the house with a flashlight and night-vision goggles. The MAHA team leads the way.

Trump: First, we go through with spirit hunters to check for ghost. This team is expert in "ghost energies," which is why we are so excited to put it in charge of medical for the whole country.

Dr. Casey Means: I'm sensing some very bad energy coming from this place.

Trump taps wall. A faint voice can be heard.

Trump: That is Steve Bannon. He is podcasting all the time from inside the walls.

He opens wainscoting to reveal Steve Bannon. 

Trump: Hello, Steve! Good luck with your presidential run!

He shuts the wainscoting. Long pause while everyone fumbles for the light switches. Eventually, they find them. 

Trump: Now we tackle the ivy!

Cut to the Oval Office. 

Trump: I have a lot of notes for the design team here. Not enough pictures, and also the wrong pictures. We can see some wall, which is bad. Melania said, "Make it a scary forest." But I think other parts of the house can be a scary forest. This I want to be all gold! I keep saying, "Who is that guy who touches things and they become gold?" He was Greek, I think. Get that guy on staff and then put him up on a ladder and have him touch all the fixtures. Then offer him a sandwich and say, "Ha, ha, you can't eat it!" Ha ha ha!

Interior decorator: Donald's notes were so specific. We want people to say, "Am I in a King Midas fever dream?" If a leopard on a gold leash were to walk by, would it look out of place?

Susie Wiles walks a leopard through the Oval Office and Trump shakes his head, mouthing "More."

Interior decorator: Could we film a music video here? Would a pope feel at home?

Trump: If you kidnap the pope and you fly him here and you make him open his eyes and he feels at home, that's a good sign.

Interior decorator: Most of our budget is going toward kidnapping the pope.

Trump: Not the Chicago pope. A regular pope with standards.

An aide can be overheard on the phone saying, "No, it's fine. J. D. Vance won't be there. We have double-checked his schedule. He's 'taking his family to dump out Lake Mead.'"

Interior decorator: Here we see the Oval Office as it looked before: blue carpet, gold curtains, the ivy over the mantelpiece, the Resolute Desk. And now we see the revised design.

Interior decorator holds up a photograph of Versailles. Trump shakes his head.

Trump: Not enough. Have Smaug come in. Get the dragon Smaug to loan items from his hoard.

Interior decorator frenziedly scribbles notes.

Narrator: One of the jewels of the White House is the Rose Garden, which was planted by first lady Jackie Kennedy--

The narration is drowned out by the sound of jackhammers as a construction team comes in to tear up the Rose Garden and replace it with a stone patio. 

Trump: Better. But it needs tables and little umbrellas that look bad, like you are at an Au Bon Pain. I want the White House to be disorienting for visitors, like Vegas. They should say, "Where am I? What time is it? Is that a Roman emperor? Why is there an Au Bon Pain here?" And when they leave, they should have less money than when they arrived.

Susie Wiles walks back through with the leopard. She is having difficulty getting the leopard to cooperate. Trump waves cheerily.

Trump: He's looking more at home now. Next move: a big ballroom! The way things are set up now, sometimes you have to attend an event in a tent. That is torture! Tents are for the people I'm placing in internment camps for no reason.

He points at a drawing. It is scrawled in thick black Sharpie and shows chandeliers and tables. Noticing the camera on it, Trump hastily tears it up and eats it.

Trump: I can't draw. Never drew a thing. Where's the pope? Where's my ballroom?

Sound of a leopard devouring something.

Trump: Forever home! Forever home! Donald's forever home!

Outside the White House, the National Guard starts to assemble.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/08/trump-dc-makeover-white-house/683834/?utm_source=feed
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A Novel That Skewers Meritocracy

Culture and entertainment musts from Isaac Stanley-Becker

by Stephanie Bai




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Isaac Stanley-Becker, a staff writer who has reported on Steve Witkoff's role as President Donald Trump's "shadow secretary of state," the early tenure of Tulsi Gabbard as director of national intelligence, and the dire situation at the Federal Aviation Administration.

Isaac has crowned "Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands" as the greatest song of all time, enjoys rereading old email exchanges with friends, and is transfixed by the ambiguous nature of Mark Rothko's paintings.



The Culture Survey: Isaac Stanley-Becker

A good recommendation I recently received: A German politician recently recommended Michael Young's satirical 1958 novel The Rise of the Meritocracy to me. The book popularized the term meritocracy, but Young, a sociologist who helped develop Britain's postwar welfare state, meant it as a pejorative. His story envisions a dystopian future society stratified by educational achievement rather than social class, concluding with a wave of protests in which a group called the "populists" rebel against the meritocratic elite.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Rereading old emails with friends. I've always been drawn to letters (I recommend the published correspondence between the poets Nelly Sachs and Paul Celan, with a terrific translation by Christopher Clark), and email is an approximation of that experience. I enjoy returning to the little asides and evasions and expressions of affection.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: The Bear is a perfect TV show, and I'm savoring the fourth season at the moment. I tell everyone who gets overwhelmed by the chaos of the first season to wait because good things are in store. The show is a tender study of people struggling to do right by themselves and others. It's also a paean to Chicago, my hometown, a city about which Nelson Algren wrote: "Like loving a woman with a broken nose, you may well find lovelier lovelies. But never a lovely so real."

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: A friend recently soothed her baby with a West African lullaby called "Mami wata," by Issa Dakuyo.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: "Slow Show," by the National, and "40-16 Building," by Nas.

An online creator whom I'm a fan of: I'm not sure how Melvyn Bragg would feel about the designation of "online creator," but I'm a fan of his show on BBC Radio 4, In Our Time, in which he convenes several experts on a given topic and peppers them with questions for about an hour. There's something for everyone: hypnosis, Bauhaus, the Haymarket Affair. One of my favorite episodes is on W. H. Auden--it's fitting for the 2020s, our own "low dishonest decade."

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: I recently took a tour through five centuries of the Middle Ages in a single room at the Palazzo Citterio, in Milan. Objects as disparate as northern-Italian mosaics and Gothic marble heads recorded the eclectic interests of Lamberto Vitali, a 20th-century critic and collector who believed that art was able to dissolve geographical and temporal boundaries.

An author I will read anything by: For fiction, Peter Nadas. For nonfiction, Kathryn Schulz. For commentary, I'm a devoted reader of Adam Tooze's Substack and articles in the Financial Times.

A painting, sculpture, or other piece of visual art that I cherish: I'm very fond of Mark Rothko's paintings, and some of the best are on view in the National Gallery of Art's East Building, including No. 1 (1961). When I'm face-to-face with these hovering blocks of color, I can't tell whether I'm looking at something natural or unnatural, human or inhuman. Rothko's own words lend this ambiguity a sense of high drama. As part of the "Paintings on Paper" exhibition from about a year ago, the National Gallery displayed his haunting statement: "You think my paintings are calm, like windows in some cathedral? You should LOOK AGAIN. I'm the most violent of all the American painters. Behind those colors there hides the final cataclysm."

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Bob Dylan. I think "Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands" is the greatest song of all time.

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: I loved Jennifer Senior's recent story on insomnia. But everything Jennifer writes is completely captivating.

The last thing that made me cry: I cried during I'm Still Here, a film about the military dictatorship in Brazil and the disappearance of the dissident politician Rubens Paiva. What got me, in particular, was the moment when a photographer visited the Paiva family home and told them to look sad for the camera, but they insisted on smiling and laughing. I was overcome by this simple fortitude.

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: I laughed out loud reading my friend Johannes Lichtman's novel Such Good Work, about a recovering addict whose quest for moral purpose takes him to Sweden amid the international refugee crisis. It's a sweet and very insightful bildungsroman that captures the absurdities of life in the first quarter of the 21st century.

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: Patience doesn't come easily to me, but I try to listen to the admonition that begins Galway Kinnell's "Wait":

Wait, for now.
 Distrust everything if you have to.
 But trust the hours. Haven't they
 carried you everywhere, up to now?




Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: The most nihilistic conflict on Earth
 	Nancy Walecki: My father, guitar guru to the rock gods
 	Enough with the mom guilt already.




The Week Ahead

	 Rehab: An American Scandal, a book by the Pulitzer finalist Shoshana Walter on true stories about the opioid crisis, and the dark side of the rehab industry (out Tuesday)
 
 	 Americana, a new movie about a Lakota ghost shirt that sets off violence in a small South Dakota town (in theaters Friday)
 
 	Love Is Like, a new album by the pop-rock band Maroon 5 (out Friday)




Essay


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



Captain Ron's Guide to Fearless Flying

By Elaine Godfrey

I'd experienced 21 years of unmemorable flights before my own fear of flying took hold. In May 2015, I was traveling from my home state of Iowa to New York City for a summer internship. I was already nervous about moving, and then, somewhere above Illinois, the plane hit a patch of turbulence and dropped what felt like a thousand feet. Several people screamed. For the first time in my life, I began to experience what I would later understand to be panic: My face and neck went clammy, and black spots filled my vision. At one point, an overhead bin popped open and a few unbuckled passengers smacked their head on the ceiling. They were all okay, and, physically, so was I. But I had unlocked a new fear.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	 What's really behind the cult of Labubu
 
 	 Mrs. Dalloway's midlife crisis
 
 	 The tech novel's warning for a screen-addled age
 
 	 Six books that explain how flying really works
 




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Does the stock market know something we don't?
 	How Democrats tied their own hands on redistricting
 	Annie Lowrey: Children's health care is in danger.




Photo Album


Curiosity used its mast camera to capture this mosaic of Gediz Vallis on November 7, 2022, its 3,646th Martian day. (NASA)



This week, NASA marked the 13th anniversary of its Curiosity rover landing on Mars. Curiosity has now traveled more than 22 miles over the course of 4,620 Martian days, making numerous discoveries across this planet.



Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Beach Read Can Be Anything You Want It to Be

Our staff recommends options for all moods.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.

Conventional wisdom says that a beach read ought to be light and fun--a book with a pastel cover. But the beach read can be anything you want it to be. Vacation might feel like the perfect moment to escape into frivolity, or to dive into something dense that you finally have the mental space for. (If you're me, that latter category may have once included the historian Timothy Snyder's Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin, which I acknowledge is a very odd choice due both to its physical and metaphorical weight.)

Whether you're taking a big trip or just finding a few moments of quiet this August, the list of recommendations below will give you a place to start.

On Beach Reads

Five Books That Will Redirect Your Attention

By Rhian Sasseen

When malaise strikes, a book can break the spell--if you choose the right one.

Read the article.

24 Books to Get Lost in This Summer

By The Atlantic Culture Desk

Here are 24 books to read before fall comes around.

Read the article.

Seven Books for People Figuring Out Their Next Move

By Xochitl Gonzalez

These titles are great tools for anyone trying to navigate new opportunities, new places, or new phases of life.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	 The one book everyone should read: The Atlantic's staffers on the books they share--again and again
 
 	 Six books to read before you get to the airport: The fact that we regularly float six or seven miles above the Earth is worth our fascination and attention.
 




Other Diversions

	 "My father, guitar guru to the rock gods"
 
 	 Resist the snark and be happy.
 
 	 Captain Ron's guide to fearless flying
 




P.S.


Courtesy of Belinda J. Kein



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Belinda J. Kein shared the image above.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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What's Really Driving Netanyahu's Decisions

A conversation with Yair Rosenberg about the hard-line Israeli faction that has long wanted to resettle Gaza

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Overnight, Israel's security cabinet approved a proposal from Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to occupy Gaza City, a plan that neither the Israeli security establishment nor the majority of the Israeli public supports. I spoke with my colleague Yair Rosenberg about the gap between what Israel wants and what Netanyahu is doing, and what this plan could mean for the future of the region.



Isabel Fattal: What exactly did the Israeli cabinet decide, and what do we know at this point about what it means for the region?

Yair Rosenberg: The Israeli cabinet approved a decision to occupy Gaza City--a part of the Gaza Strip where many civilians are still sheltering and that Israel had until recently not entered--in order, it claimed, to root out Hamas and its last bastions in the area.

The Israeli military has said that it currently controls some 75 percent of the Strip. Netanyahu's hard-right Israeli coalition partners have pushed for full occupation of the area; the military and security establishments were against that entirely. Netanyahu split the difference and said, Okay, we're not going to occupy all of Gaza, and we're not going to do anything right away. The cabinet instead voted to allow the prime minister to approve a Gaza City-occupation plan from the Israel Defense Forces, which will likely happen in a few weeks. So it's not entirely clear what the timeline is for everything here. It's also not clear whether Netanyahu intends to go through with all of it or if he is actually trying to create pressure on Hamas to negotiate a hostage deal. He probably doesn't yet know what he's going to do, which is why he's kicking the can down the road--his specialty. But if you had to put odds on the options, you should always bet on Netanyahu doing what the hard-right portion of his base wants him to do, which in this case would mean pushing deeper and deeper into Gaza.

Isabel: Talk me through why Netanyahu is so deferential to this part of his coalition, and what exactly it wants.

Yair: After being ousted from office for a year, Netanyahu returned to power in 2022 with an extremely narrow coalition that received less than 50 percent of the vote. If he loses the support of the hard-right anti-Arab parties that are propping him up, they can force the country to elections, which almost every poll shows Netanyahu and his allies would lose. The goal of these hard-right parties is to ethnically cleanse Gaza, annex it, and repopulate it with Jewish settlements. That's not a goal that most Israelis support. But Netanyahu is beholden to these people for his political survival, and that has inflected all of his decision making.

Isabel: The Israeli security establishment and the Israeli public do not support annexing Gaza. Can you explain the tension here between what the military and the people want and what Netanyahu seems to be doing?

Yair: Significant majorities in Israel oppose the hard right's vision of taking over Gaza--and have opposed it since the war started. Almost all the polls we have on the subject have shown strong Israeli opposition to annexing and settling Gaza, and also that some 70 percent of Israelis want to end the war with a hostage deal, not continue it in the way that Netanyahu is doing right now.

The other major contingent that has been opposed to the settler right's vision is the Israeli security establishment, which sees occupying more and more of Gaza as a trap that will drain Israel's resources, force the IDF to manage millions of Palestinian civilians who don't want Israel to rule over them, and cause many more soldiers and hostages to be killed. Netanyahu's former defense minister Yoav Gallant publicly called for Gaza to be returned to non-Hamas Palestinian control, and criticized his boss for refusing to wind down the war. He was later fired. The IDF chief of staff, who was handpicked by Netanyahu, reportedly opposed the current Gaza-occupation proposal. This past week, 19 living former leaders of Israel's major security agencies--its equivalents of the FBI, the CIA, and the Pentagon--put out a video saying that the war needs to end, that it has crossed moral and strategic red lines, that it's serving only a messianic minority and not what the majority wants.

Isabel: How have President Donald Trump's actions pushed events closer to the far right's vision? And what could he do to change things if he wanted to?

Yair: Trump has a kind of power over Netanyahu's political future that most American presidents haven't had, because Netanyahu has tied his political cachet to Trump. The prime minister has presented himself as somebody who can get what Israel needs from the U.S. relationship--a singular statesman who can manage a mercurial president, unlike his rivals on the Israeli political stage. But that pitch doesn't work if Netanyahu is at loggerheads with Trump. So whatever Trump says, Bibi is going to have to do, especially with elections looming next year.

But despite holding this leverage, in practice, Trump has largely permitted Netanyahu to do whatever he wants in Gaza. In fact, the one major intervention that the president has made since entering office was not to oppose the Israeli settler right's plans but to supercharge them. He proposed this idea of a "Riviera on the Middle East," in which all of the people of Gaza would be relocated, and then someone else would take over Gaza and build something new there. As ever, Trump was not very clear on the details, but the Israeli settler right filled in its own. Before Trump, the Biden administration was very explicit that the territory of Gaza had to be handed back to the Gazan people, and that it would remain under Palestinian control. Trump switched sides, and in so doing, he tilted the entire playing field toward these absolutist outcomes. He could change that by disavowing his plan, but he has not done so.

Isabel: Netanyahu has said that he wants to take control of Gaza but doesn't want to keep it. What does this mean, and how seriously should we take his purported plan?

Yair: In recent statements explaining his new policy internationally, Netanyahu has claimed that although Israel is going to occupy much of Gaza, after it roots out Hamas, it will turn the territory over to Palestinian governance that is neither Hamas nor the Palestinian Authority--Hamas's rival in the West Bank--in partnership with Arab states. But this is essentially a fantasy scenario; it's not clear that such a coalition exists.

So he's telling the international community what it wants to hear--I will not actually do what the hard right in my coalition wants to do, which is annex Gaza and resettle it. But talk is cheap, and nothing Netanyahu has done so far suggests that he has the ability or even the interest to do what is necessary to hand Gaza over to third parties. Outside pressure could make that outcome more likely. But right now, the pressure is coming primarily from the hard right in his own government, and combined with Trump's neglect, that suggests the hard right will keep getting the things it wants.

Further reading:

	The worst-kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
 	The Israeli defense establishment revolts against Netanyahu. (From 2024)
 	The right-wing Israeli campaign to resettle Gaza (From 2023)
 	Israel's government goes extreme right. (From 2022)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth doesn't want to talk about Golden Dome.
 	How the Texas standoff will (probably) end
 	So, about those big trade deals




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump has ordered the Pentagon to use military force against Latin American drug cartels that his administration has designated as terrorist organizations, according to people familiar with the matter.
 
 	Last night, the Canyon Fire, in California, grew to nearly 5,000 acres. Thousands in northern Los Angeles and eastern Ventura Counties are under evacuation orders as firefighters continue to battle the fast-moving blaze.
 	According to people familiar with the matter, Trump is removing Billy Long as IRS commissioner; Long, who has been in the role for two months, is expected to be nominated for an ambassadorship. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will serve as acting commissioner, according to a senior administration official.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway reveals new meanings with each reread, even 100 years after its publication, Boris Kachka writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: The U.S. is rejecting climate laws while the world enforces them, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


When Clint Smith and his family returned to their New Orleans home in October 2005, they found a house, and a neighborhood, destroyed by flooding. Courtesy of Clint Smith



Twenty Years After the Storm

By Clint Smith

The scene before me appeared and disappeared and reappeared again with every breath I took, the hot air from my lungs fogging the gas mask that fit snugly over my face. My mother, father, and little sister stood in front of me wearing hazmat suits. It was October 2005, and we'd been among the first in Gentilly, our New Orleans neighborhood, to receive permission to return to our home after Hurricane Katrina. I was nervous. Gentilly had sat beneath up to eight feet of water for weeks. I didn't know what I would see, or how I would feel.
 Our neighborhood had never been this quiet before. There had always been kids riding bikes, or someone playing music from their car or their front porch or their shoulder with a bass line that made the street vibrate. There had always been the sound of a basketball colliding with concrete as boys went in search of a court and a hoop and a game. Squirrels had always scurried through trees, where birds sang. Now there were no birds, no balls, no squirrels, no bikes. Only an eerie silence.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The new ChatGPT resets the AI race.
 	So much for the "best health-care system in the world."
 	The man who could unite Iran's opposition
 	Autocracy in America: The storm before the calm




Culture Break


Eakin Howard / AP



Look. The Atlantic's photos of the week include a Pride canal parade in Amsterdam, the World Dog Surfing Championships in California, a rally race through a Finnish forest, and more.

Read. Jeff Wise recommends six books to read before you get to the airport.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Reading <em>Mrs. Dalloway</em> Again and Again

A century after its publication, the book rewards revisiting at various stages of life.

by Boris Kachka




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Virginia Woolf's novel Mrs. Dalloway turned 100 this spring--not quite double the age of its protagonist, Clarissa Dalloway, who, as Woolf writes, "had just broken into her fifty-second year." The book pops up less frequently on lists of the best fiction of the 20th century than James Joyce's Ulysses, the libidinous classic to which Dalloway is often read as a side-eyed response. But I would put it right alongside that epic, near the very top, because it rewards rereading at various stages of life. As Hillary Kelly wrote this week in The Atlantic, "The novel's centennial has occasioned a flurry of events and new editions, but not as much consideration of what I would argue is the most enduring and personal theme of the work: It is a masterpiece of midlife crisis."

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	The tech novel's warning for a screen-addled age
 	The Islamic Republic was never inevitable.
 	Memoir of a mailman
 	Eight books for dabblers
 	"Faith," a poem by Kevin Young


I first encountered Mrs. Dalloway, as many readers do, when I was in college, and it lit up my still-maturing brain. Like Ulysses, it takes place over a single day in June, pulling together a group of narrative perspectives to capture the physical and mental cacophony of modern city life. Its characters include Clarissa, who is about to host a high-society party, as well as Septimus Smith, "aged about thirty," a veteran of World War I who ends up jumping to his death. The juxtaposition of life and death, war and peace, youthful fury and wistful wisdom, reflects Woolf's ambition to deploy stream-of-consciousness style in the service of deep emotional realism. One of the first works of literature to depict what would later be known as PTSD, it is in part about the dangerous passions of youth.

And yet its title character is 51, married to a politician, and worried that she has forsaken a more adventurous life. Woolf writes that Clarissa, setting off to buy flowers, "felt very young; at the same time unspeakably aged." I know the feeling--now. When I first read one of the book's most pivotal scenes, in which Clarissa learns of Septimus's death during her soiree, I interpreted the moment as the reality of war intruding on a bourgeois order oblivious to its own decline. It is that--but it is also the specter of mortality that underpins the anxieties of middle age. As Kelly reminds us, Clarissa thinks: "In the middle of my party, here's death." Yet this thought is immediately followed by an intense affirmation, Kelly writes: "She steps into the recognition that, despite the decisions she's made, or perhaps because of them, 'she had never been so happy.'"

Kelly finds parallels between this realization and a turning point in Woolf's own life: At 40, in a moment of respite from her mental illness, she managed to write this book, and then her equally classic novel To the Lighthouse. This was, Kelly writes, "a season of fruitfulness" in which "she produced her most profound work." At 21, I was ambivalent about Dalloway's conciliatory ending, in which a woman keeps dread at bay by learning to revel in small and ordinary pleasures. But today, I look forward to the year, not far off, when I will be Clarissa's age, so that I can read the book again, and see it with the kind of fresh eyes that only time and reading glasses can provide.




Illustration by Akshita Chandra*



Mrs. Dalloway's Midlife Crisis

By Hillary Kelly

Virginia Woolf's wild run of creativity in her 40s included writing her masterpiece on the terrors and triumphs of middle age.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Right Stuff, by Tom Wolfe

Wolfe loved big, colorful characters, and he found plenty of them in the cadre of postwar American fighter pilots who helped develop supersonic flight--and, later, manned spaceflight. Wolfe's subjects risked their lives in the skies over the California desert in military planes, then went on to join NASA's Mercury program, becoming the first Americans in space. They quickly became Cold War celebrities whose virtues embodied a particular vision of heroism: competent, courageous, ready to lead the world to a new and limitless frontier. But in his account of the early space race, Wolfe contrasts their boy-band glamour with a more laconic aeronautical hero: Chuck Yeager, who broke the sound barrier while secretly nursing broken ribs and later pushed a juiced-up supersonic fighter beyond the edge of the atmosphere, barely surviving the ensuing crash. Skilled, relentless, and taciturn, Yeager embodied "the right stuff"--that hard-to-define quality that the boundary-breaking pilots and astronauts ended up prizing above all else.  -- Jeff Wise

From our list: Six books that explain how flying really works





Out Next Week

? The Unbroken Coast, by Nalini Jones

? Black Moses: A Saga of Ambition and the Fight for a Black State, by Caleb Gayle


? To Lose a War: The Fall and Rise of the Taliban, by Jon Lee Anderson




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra. Source: Karolina Wojtasik / HBO.



Marc Maron Has Some Thoughts About That

By Vikram Murthi

Back in the 1990s, when Marc Maron began appearing on Late Night With Conan O'Brien as a panel guest, the comedian would often alienate the crowd. Like most of America at the time, O'Brien's audience was unfamiliar with Maron's confrontational brand of comedy and his assertive, opinionated energy. (In 1995, the same year he taped an episode of the HBO Comedy Half-Hour stand-up series, Maron was described as "so candid that a lot of people on the business side of comedy think he's a jerk" in a New York magazine profile of the alt-comedy scene.) But through sheer will, he would eventually win them back. "You always did this thing where you would dig yourself into a hole and then come out of it and shoot out of it like this geyser," O'Brien recently told Maron. "It was a roller-coaster ride in the classic sense."

Read the full article.
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A Political Game Could Redefine Voting in America

A push by Texas Republicans for a rare mid-decade gerrymander threatens to set off a vicious cycle.

by David A. Graham




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

Activists and organizers like to say that the world is run by those who show up, so the fact that what Texas's Democratic legislators need to do to further their agenda is not show up is inauspicious for them.

Those lawmakers, most of whom are currently holed up in Illinois, are seeking to prevent Republicans from drawing new, gerrymandered districts that would help them expand Texas's GOP delegation in the U.S. House--and perhaps give the party a better shot at holding the House in the midterms, when the sitting president's party tends to suffer (even with presidents far more popular than Donald Trump is currently). Democrats hope to deprive the legislature of quorum, thus blocking the passage of any new map.

Traditionally, states redistrict after the decennial Census, and those maps endure for a decade, unless courts order changes, as they sometimes do. Texas's current maps were drawn by Republicans, and in the most recent election, they produced 25 GOP seats and 13 Democratic ones. That's 66 percent of districts with 58 percent of the total House vote for Republicans--not bad. But under pressure from the White House, Texas Republicans are now trying to squeeze out a little more juice.

The attempt to redistrict is an unusual, brazen, and questionable move, though not entirely without precedent. In 2003, Texas Republicans redrew maps so as to give themselves a majority of the state's House seats. Democrats, dubbed the "Killer Ds," fled the state to prevent a quorum. They were initially successful, but a later attempt to prevent a quorum failed when a member broke ranks, and a new map passed. Texas Democrats are hoping they can learn the lessons of that attempt and win this time. They have a strategy, they have support from governors out of state, and, as Politico notes, they have the chance to run out the clock on a new map before a December deadline.

Still, if Democrats had any better options, they'd take them. Maintaining caucus discipline for the next four months will be no easy task. And that's assuming some of the more draconian ideas offered to break them fail. State Attorney General Ken Paxton wants to have the Democrats removed from office for their absence. (Experts say this is legally dubious, and the idea of Paxton enforcing rectitude and duty is grimly hilarious.) U.S. Senator John Cornyn, whose reelection hopes are teetering precariously in a GOP primary against Paxton, tried to one-up that by requesting that the FBI help locate the Democratic fugitives. (Never mind that they haven't obviously committed any crimes.)

All things being equal, legislators skipping sessions to prevent a state government from accomplishing business isn't a good thing. Oregon Democrats were so sick of state GOP legislators doing so that they enacted a law blocking chronic absentees from running for reelection in the next term. Then again, opportunistic mid-decade redistricting isn't a good thing, either. Gerrymanders produce worse governance because they are less representative; they also feed polarization by making elected officials dependent less on the general electorate and more on primary voters.

And what's happening in Texas has already spread further. As soon as Republicans began talking about a Texas redistricting effort, Democrats in states including California and New York threatened to redraw maps to retaliate and push out Republicans. Now the GOP is looking at other red states, including Indiana and Missouri, to gain more seats. This is a disheartening example of what I've called total politics, in which officials try to use every legal tool to gain any advantage, no matter the long-term consequences. In this worldview, what matters is what's possible, not what's wise.

How successful these efforts outside Texas will be is not clear. Hoosier State Republicans appear unenthusiastic about redistricting, though the White House seems to believe it can twist their arm. Democrats, meanwhile, have challenges of their own. By some measures, the U.S.House map over the past two elections has had a slight Democratic advantage.

Moreover, as my colleague Russell Berman reports, Democrats have spent the past decade pushing good-government reforms such as independent redistricting commissions that are designed to make extreme gerrymandering more difficult. People such as former Attorney General Eric Holder, who has been the leader of Democratic advocacy for fairer districts, are now embracing the tactics they shunned and trying, somewhat painfully, to rationalize them. The explanations really come down to this: Democrats believe that they are losing an existential battle and must do whatever they can.

But what they can do is limited. Gerrymanders that use race as a basis are unconstitutional, but gerrymanders that use partisanship are not--although, in the South, Democratic affiliation is often a good proxy for Black voters. Chief Justice John Roberts has written that partisan gerrymanders are unfair, but the Supreme Court ruled that it has no authority to do anything about them. Roberts recommended that states handle the issue on their own.

This is where gerrymandering becomes a devilish, self-perpetuating problem. Voters who want to stop gerrymanders at the state level find their path blocked by ... gerrymandering. Take North Carolina, which went from a 7-7 split in the U.S. House to a 10-4 GOP edge under a new map enacted ahead of last year's elections. State legislators have also gerrymandered their own maps, so that although Democrats won narrow majorities of all the votes cast for both the state House and state Senate, they hold only two-fifths of the seats in both chambers.

For decades, the Voting Rights Act has provided a path by which Black voters are guaranteed representation, through the drawing of majority-minority districts that would be otherwise considered unconstitutional racial gerrymanders. (Texas has one of the highest proportions of Black voters among states.) Yet as the law professor Richard Hasen writes in Slate, the Supreme Court now appears to be considering throwing out majority-minority districts as unconstitutional.

This week marks the 60th anniversary of the VRA, but after years of hollowing out by the Roberts Court, the VRA seems to be nearing irrelevance. The Trump administration has indicated that the Justice Department will move away from prosecuting racial discrimination in voting and toward pursuing bogus allegations of voter fraud, while the Court may soon eliminate the ability of individuals and outside groups to bring claims under the law.

President Lyndon B. Johnson, the Texan who signed the VRA into law, once said, "This right to vote is the basic right without which all others are meaningless." If the shameless use of total politics to game districts is successful, it threatens to strip the meaning from that right.

Related:

	How Democrats tied their own hands on redistricting
 	Republicans want to redraw America's political map.
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	Jonathan Lemire: Things aren't going Donald Trump's way.
 	Does the stock market know something we don't?
 	Israel's settler right is preparing to annex Gaza.




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump's new tariff policy took effect at midnight, raising the overall average effective tariff rate to more than 18 percent, the highest since 1934. Trump posted on Truth Social yesterday that "billions of dollars" will begin flowing into the U.S., largely from countries he says have "taken advantage of the United States for many years."
 
 	Trump has directed the Commerce Department to change how the U.S. Census Bureau counts the population, aiming to exclude undocumented immigrants.
 	A federal judge ordered a two-week pause on construction at Florida's "Alligator Alcatraz" detention center after a lawsuit raised concerns about its impact on the Everglades ecosystem.
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Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic.*



My Brother and the Relationship That Could Have Been

By Liz Krieger

The day my brother died, the dogwoods were in bloom. I sat by my bedroom windowsill, painting my nails. Junior prom was just hours away. I was 16. My brother, Alex, was 18--just 22 months older than me.
 The car accident happened on a highway in upstate New York in the early morning. My brother was driving a group of his college classmates to an ultimate-frisbee tournament. Over time, my family has settled on the theory that he fell asleep at the wheel, though for a while my parents thought it was mechanical failure. They couldn't bear the alternative. The car flipped, and the roll bar above the driver's seat broke his neck. Everyone else walked away.
 This May marked 33 years after his death. Since it happened, I've been thinking in numbers: days, months, eventually years. It's a compulsion, really, this ongoing tally. My own private math. I have just turned 50, an age unimaginable to that 16-year-old girl, and I will have been without him for more than twice as long as I knew him. Here's a story problem: If I live to 80, what percentage of my life will I have spent as someone's sister? What percentage as no one's sister?


Read the full article.
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Read. In 2020, Myles Poydras recommended books about kids for adults.

Explore. Last summer, Alan Taylor compiled photos of people keeping cool in the heat.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/08/texas-districts-gerrymandering/683793/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Notes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      The Atlantic Photo

      
        
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Notes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

      Notes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

    

  